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KEY TAKEAWAYS 
 

Purpose | This is the first of two HB 1391 (2026) reports on juvenile diversion in Washington.  
It 1) defines diversion, 2) reviews diversion data quality, 3) describes diversion processes and 
practice, and 4) outlines emerging conversations and recommendations. 
 

Background | Diversion is a common legal response for youth accused of a crime. Prior to  
HB 1391 research, the statewide diversion system was not well understood, aside from broad 
recognition of substantial variation in practice, process, and opportunities across juvenile 
courts. A common diversion definition was lacking and there was concern about data quality. 
 

Methods | Findings are based on site visits to all 33 juvenile courts and on interviews with  
181 experts (court leaders, staff, data specialists; prosecutors; community partners). 

 
1. DEFINING DIVERSION 
 

  Diversion is… 
• Conceptually: Any response that navigates youth away from formal prosecution or arrest. 

• Legally: A juvenile court’s response to a youth’s alleged criminal offense when there is  
1) a police referral, 2) probable cause, 3) prosecutor involvement, 4) a goal of avoiding 
traditional processing, and 5) voluntary youth participation. 

 

Juvenile courts offer three types of diversion. All meet the legal definition of diversion. 
• Counsel & Release | A one-time contact with the juvenile department, with no required 

conditions. There is no further court involvement. This type is offered by all courts. 

• Informal Diversion | Designed to quickly connect youth to services and reduce formal 
department contact. If youth do not complete their informal diversion, they may be 
offered a formal diversion. Seven courts have informal diversion programs. 

• Formal Diversion | An agreement for youth to complete diversion conditions (e.g., 
volunteer work, therapy, community programs, etc.) within a 3–6-month period. When 
incomplete, diversions can be terminated, giving prosecutors the choice to file on the 
original referral through the traditional legal process. This type is offered by all courts. 

 

State law outlines juvenile court diversion mandates and discretion. 
• Mandatory Diversion | Courts must offer youth diversion on their first misdemeanor or 

gross misdemeanor criminal referral, with exceptions for some sex/violent offenses. 

• Discretionary Diversion | Courts can divert most subsequent referrals. There is no limit 
to the number of diversions courts can offer to youth.

mailto:lindsey.beach@courts.wa.gov
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2. REVIEWING DIVERSION DATA QUALITY 
 

We find diversion data are more complete than previously believed. 
• All courts document diversions and can review research data for accuracy. 

• Most courts enter data into the statewide system. 

• King County (Juvenile Court Services; Prosecuting Attorney’s Office; and Youth Diversion 
and Intervention Program) and Pierce County have separate data systems. 

• Courts vary widely in their data infrastructures and program insights via data analysis. 
 

We identify several areas of the statewide data system in need of improvement. 
• Updating the list of diversion conditions to match current practice/youth experience 

• Adding fields to document why young people opt into traditional court, why departments 
return diversion recommendations, and why diversions are terminated 

• Adding location information to document where criminal incidents are occurring 

• Standardizing labels for informal diversion 

 
3. DIVERSION PRACTICES & PROCESSES 

 

Most diversions follow a five-step process: 
 

 
 

There are exceptions at each stage. Courts report that exceptions rarely occur. 

• Arrest/Detention (Step 1) | Some youth are arrested and detained before diversion. 

• Post-Filing Diversion (Step 2) | Charges are filed, then a diversion is offered. 

• Department Returns Recommendation (Step 3) | Department does not accept a diversion 
recommendation, returning the referral to the prosecutor for review. 

• Youth Opt into Court (Step 4) | Youth meets with an attorney and referrals are returned. 
 

Key Roles in Diversion 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Often 
• Youth participate and families support 
• Dept. staff coordinate and supervise 
• Prosecutors recommend diversion 
• Community orgs. provide programs/services 

Rarely 
• Defense attorneys advise youth 
• Judges oversee diversion  

termination hearings 
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Four Key Factors Driving Variation in Juvenile Court Diversion Practices 
1. Discretionary Diversion Offers | Most courts (19) regularly offer youth one or two 

discretionary diversions. Seven courts rarely offer discretionary diversion. Seven courts 
frequently offer discretionary diversion for youths’ second or third referrals. 

2. Informal Diversion Programming | Seven courts offer informal diversion, which they do not 
consider a mandatory diversion. Four of these programs support families in crisis. 

3. Timeliness of Prosecutor Recommendations | Backlogs and inconsistent referral patterns 
delay diversions, decrease efficacy, and strain community partnerships. 

4. Community Partners & Funding | Available partners vary widely between counties and 
limited diversion-specific funding makes it difficult to establish partnerships.  

 

Court Diversion Practices across Washington 

Similarities Differences 

 Goals and values 
Reduce recidivism and system involvement, 
support youth and public safety 

 Available Conditions 
Similar core menu across the state; conditions 
vary by funding, partners, and court preference 

 Customized agreements 
Based on youths’ offenses and/or needs 

 Department Contact with Youth 
Generally low; some vary based on risk/needs 

 Definitions of success 
Completion of all or most conditions 

 Risk Evaluation 
Many do not screen; some pre-screen for program 
eligibility; risk does not determine diversion 
eligibility or recommendations 

 Felony diversion 
Rare, but possible for low-level felonies 

 Graduated Responses in Diversion 
Common for discretionary diversions, but varies 

 

Community partnerships offer youth skill-building opportunities, trusted relationships, 
and culturally-connected support that extends beyond court involvement.  

• Three jurisdictions offer diversion coordinated and supervised by community partners. 

• Stable staffing, trust, predictable referrals, and funding sustain these partnerships. 
 

4. EMERGING CONVERSATION & RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Family Crisis & Youth Arrest | Fund crisis services and respite centers to reduce arrest 
2. Risk Evaluation | Develop best-practice guidance for risk evaluation in diversion 
3. Referral Backlogs | Court leaders & prosecutors should develop timeliness standards 
4. Limited Diversion Funding | Increase state investments in flexible diversion funding 
5. Undestroyed Records | Change laws to destroy all diversion records (i.e., fingerprints) 
6. School Referrals & Marijuana Vaping | Fund school-based deflection programs;  

develop best practice responses to marijuana vaping in schools 
7. Ongoing Research | Fund WSCCR to research emerging issues & efficacy; transparency 
8. Framework | Court leaders & WSCCR should develop a diversion best practice framework
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 

Purpose 

This is the first of two HB 1391 (2026) reports on juvenile diversion in Washington, produced 
by the Washington State Center for Court Research (WSCCR). HB 1391 aims to provide: 

1. Clarity | Defining diversion and identifying statewide patterns and differences 

2. Insight | Highlighting emerging conversations, barriers, and opportunities 

3. Standardization | Strengthening the accuracy and consistency of diversion data 

4. Collaboration | Coordinating with courts, community partners, and other agencies 
 

Background | Diversion is a common legal response for youth accused of a crime. Prior to 
HB 1391 research, the statewide diversion system was not well understood, aside from 
broad recognition of substantial variation in practice, process, and opportunities across 
juvenile courts. A common diversion definition was lacking and there were data concerns. 

 
 

Current Report 
• This report 1) defines diversion, 2) reviews diversion data quality, 3) describes diversion 

processes and practice, and 4) outlines emerging conversations and recommendations. 
 

• Methods | This report draws on site visits to 33 juvenile courts and interviews with 181 
subject-matter experts, including juvenile department administrators, frontline staff, 
data specialists, juvenile prosecutors, and community partners (Chapter 1). 
 

Future Reporting 
• Forthcoming Report | The second report will focus on quantitative findings—the process 

measures and outcomes outlined in HB 1391, Section 6. It will document continued data 
standardization and establish an annual statewide diversion reporting model (Chapter 1). 
 

• Ongoing Research | This report identifies several needed areas of research. Process 
research should focus on prosecutors’ eligibility decisions, youth arrest prior to diversion, 
and discretionary diversion offers. Efficacy research should focus on diversion conditions, 
youth risk profiles, and disparities. Courts and the public would also benefit from 
increased data insights and transparency. Legislative funding is needed to sustain 
WSCCR’s ongoing diversion research (Chapter 11).
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1. DEFINING DIVERSION (Chapter 2 and Chapter 5)  
 

This report defines diversion as a concept and as a set of legal pathways. 

• Conceptually: Any response that navigates youth away from formal prosecution or arrest. 

• Legally: A juvenile court’s response to a youth’s alleged criminal offense when there is:
▪ A police referral 
▪ Probable cause 
▪ Prosecutor involvement 

▪ A goal to avoid traditional processing 

▪ Voluntarily youth participation 

 

Juvenile courts offer three types of diversion. All meet the legal definition of diversion. 
1. Counsel & Release  

• A one-time contact with the juvenile department 

• No required conditions and no possibility for further court involvement 

• Though rare, it is offered by all courts. 
 

2. Informal Diversion 
• Aim to quickly connect youth to services and reduce formal department contact 

• If youth do not complete informal diversion, they may be offered a formal diversion.  

• Seven courts have informal diversion programs. 
 

3. Formal Diversion 
• An agreement for youth to complete diversion conditions (e.g., volunteer work, 

therapy, community programs, etc.) within a 3–6-month period.  

• When incomplete, diversions can be terminated. Terminated diversions mean 
referrals are returned to the prosecutor for possible filing on the original referral. 
Filed charges go through the traditional legal process.  

• Offered in all courts and the most common form of diversion. 
 

 

  
Expected 

Participation 
Possible Outcomes for  

Not Participating 

Counsel & Release Voluntary Resources None 

Informal Diversion Engage with Services 
None 

Formal Diversion 

Formal Diversion Complete Conditions Unsuccessful Completion 
Termination (Possible Filing) 
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State law outlines juvenile court diversion mandates and discretion. 
• Mandatory Diversion | Courts must offer youth diversion on their first misdemeanor or 

gross misdemeanor criminal referral, with exceptions for some sex/violent offenses. 

• Discretionary Diversion | Courts can divert most subsequent referrals. There is no 
limit to the number of diversions a court can offer to youth. 

 
Diversion is one of three alternative responses to youth criminal behavior in Washington.1 

 

 
 

• Deflection keeps youth out of the legal system from the very beginning, before police 
send a formal referral for alleged criminal behavior to the prosecutor’s office. It also 
prevents youth from arrest or from entering juvenile court. 

• Disposition alternatives allow courts to suspend a youth’s sentence to Juvenile 
Rehabilitation. Instead, the adjudicated youth stays in the community on probation 
supervision with specific requirements. 

 

 

 
1 SSODA: Special Sex Offender Disposition Alternative;  
  CDMHDA: Chemical Dependency/Mental Health Disposition Alternative 
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2. DIVERSION DATA QUALITY (Chapter 10)  

Diversion data are more complete than previously believed. 
• All courts document diversions and can review research data for accuracy. 

• Most courts enter data into the statewide system.  

• King County (Juvenile Court Services; Prosecuting Attorney’s Office; Youth Diversion and 
Intervention Program) and Pierce County have separate data systems. 

• Courts vary widely in their data infrastructures and program insights via data analysis. 
 

Juvenile courts track diversion data in several places. Together, these sources constitute 
all of the state’s diversion data. WSCCR is developing a comparable research database 
that will include all diversions in Washington. 

 

 
 

We identify several areas of the statewide data system in need of improvement. 
• Updating the list of diversion conditions to match current practice/youth experience 

• Adding fields to document why young people opt into traditional court, why departments 
return diversion recommendations, and why diversions are terminated  

• Adding location information to document where criminal incidents are occurring 

• Standardizing labels for informal diversion 
 

The ability of courts to analyze their own data varies significantly. 
• Some courts identify key metrics for in-depth analysis of programs and outcomes. 

• Other courts rely on monthly or yearly totals, which provide limited insight. 

• WSCCR is working to create equitable access to diversion insight for all courts. 
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3. DIVERSION PROCCESS (Chapter 4) 
 

Most youth diversions follow a five-step process: 
 

 

 
There are exceptions at each stage. Courts report that exceptions rarely occur. 

• Arrest/Detention (Step 1) | Some youth are arrested and detained before diversion. 
▪ Reasons: Courts report youth are most likely to be arrested for Assault 4-DV or 

Malicious Mischief offenses related to family crisis. Arrest is a police decision. 
Juvenile courts screen youth to make detention decisions (release or admit). 

• Post-Filing Diversion (Step 2) | Charges are filed, then a diversion is offered. These 
diversions often proceed as normal and have the same outcome options. 
▪ Reasons: Youth opts into court, changes their mind, and accepts a diversion offer; 

additional information becomes available and diversion is offered after filing 

• Department Returns Recommendation (Step 3) | The juvenile department does not accept 
the prosecutor’s recommendation and returns the referral. Prosecutors commonly file. 
▪ Reasons: Unable to contact youth/family; department feels a youth’s needs are too 

great for diversion; capacity or competency concerns 

• Youth Opt into Court (Step 4) | Youth opt into traditional court and meet with a defense 
attorney. Referrals are returned to prosecutor for review. Most referrals are filed. 
▪ Reasons: Youth disputes their role in the incident; uncertain about diversion 

 

Key Roles and Involvement in Diversion 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Often 
• Youth participate and families support 
• Dept. staff coordinate and supervise 
• Prosecutors recommend diversion 
• Community orgs. provide programs/services 

Rarely 
• Defense attorneys advise youth 
• Judges oversee diversion  

termination hearings 
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DIVERSION PRACTICES (Chapters 3, 4, 5,6, 11) 
 

We find juvenile courts share four common goals and five organizing principles that guide 
diversion, although counties differ in how they interpret and prioritize both. 

Shared Goals Shared Principles 

Preventing youth from entering the traditional legal system Accountability 

Reducing later involvement in the adult system  Restorative Justice & 
Rehabilitation 

Maintaining community safety Low Contact with Youth 

Connecting young people with resources Timely Responses 

 Community Connections 

 
Four Key Factors Driving Variation in Juvenile Court Diversion Practices 

1. Discretionary Diversion Offers (Chapter 8) 
• Most courts (19) regularly offer youth one or two discretionary diversions.  

• Seven courts rarely offer discretionary diversion.  

• Seven courts frequently offer second or third discretionary diversions. 
 

2. Informal Diversion Programming (Chapter 5) 
• Seven courts offer informal diversion, which they do not consider mandatory 

diversion.  

• Four informal diversion programs offer rapid support for family crisis. 
 

3. Timeliness of Prosecutor Recommendations (Chapter 11) 
• Backlogs and inconsistent referral patterns delay diversions, decrease efficacy, 

and strain community partnerships. 
 

4. Community Partners & Funding (Chapters 9 & 11) 
• Available partners vary widely between counties 

• Limited diversion-specific funding makes it difficult to establish partnerships  
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Juvenile Courts’ Discretionary & Informal Diversion Practices 

 
 

 
Court Diversion Practices across Washington 

Similarities Differences 

Goals and Values 
Reduce recidivism and system involvement,  
Support youth and public safety 

Available Conditions 
Similar core menu across the state; conditions vary 
by funding, partners, and court preference 

Customized Agreements 
Based on youth offenses and/or needs 

Department Contact with Youth 
Generally low; some vary based on risk/needs 

Definitions of Success 
Completion of all or most conditions 

Risk Evaluation 
Many do not screen; some pre-screen for program 
eligibility; risk does not determine diversion eligibility 
or prosecutor recommendations 

Flexible Approach 
Courts adapt conditions to reduce barriers for youth 

Graduated Responses in Diversion 
Common for discretionary diversions, but varies 

Felony Diversion 
Rare, but possible for low-level felonies 

Agreement Length 
Range from 3–6 months; extension is possible 
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Community-Court Partnerships (Chapter 9)  

• Court-Coordinated Diversion with Community Partnerships | Juvenile departments coordinate 
the vast majority of diversions in Washington state. Within these diversions, juvenile 
departments connect youth to community partners for programming and services.  

• Community-Coordinated Diversion | Three jurisdictions also have community-coordinated 
diversion, where community programs determine diversion agreement conditions and 
supervise youth. No counties rely only on community organizations to facilitate all diversions. 

• Wide Network | Washington’s juvenile courts rely on a wide network of community partners 
that offer programs from mentoring and healing circles to digital arts and teen centers. 

• Positive Youth Programming | Community programs give youth opportunities to build 
relationships with trusted adults, interact with peers in positive settings, strengthen skills, and 
explore their interests. These programs often encourage youth to reflect on their choices, set 
goals, and envision a positive future. 

• Culturally Connected | Many partners reflect the communities they serve and offer culturally-
connected support to minoritized youth. Some partners also draw on personal experience 
with the juvenile legal system, which helps them to authentically connect with youth. 

• Ongoing Support | Juvenile departments value community partnerships because they offer 
ongoing support to youth and families after diversion is complete. 

• Maintain Low Contact | Partnerships allow departments to connect youth with community 
programming and services outside the system, maintaining low contact with low-risk youth. 

• Factors that Support Successful Collaboration | Successful collaboration depends on 
adequate funding, trust, stability, and predictable diversion referral patterns, which allow both 
courts and community organizations to plan, coordinate, and effectively serve youth. 

• Community Partner Perspectives | Community partners emphasize stable court staff, trust, 
and consistent referrals to help them to sustain programming and meet youth needs. 

• Juvenile Department Perspectives | Juvenile departments deeply value community 
partnerships. Some face challenges in developing these relationships, including limited 
providers, especially in rural counties. Additional barriers include programs excluding system-
involved youth, programs not meeting youths’ needs, and quality and safety concerns. 

• Limited Funding | Funding constraints can be challenging for community organizations that 
rely heavily on grants and courts, which have minimal dedicated diversion funding.  
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4. Emerging Conversations & Recommendations (Chapter 11)  

 

Family Crisis & Assault 4-DVs 
Issue | Courts frequently divert Assault 4-DV alleged offenses stemming from family-crisis 
situations, in which youth are disproportionately arrested, screened and released at juvenile 
detention facilities, or are detained. 

Recommendation | The Legislature should provide dedicated, ongoing funding for community-
court partnerships to establish immediate-response crisis services and respite centers that 
offer arrest alternatives and address underlying family issues. 

 
Diversion Risk Evaluation 

Issue | Risk screening practices vary widely across juvenile departments, and most diversion 
conditions are determined through the professional judgement of frontline staff. 

Recommendation | The Legislature should fund WSCCR to develop research-backed best-
practice guidance for diversion risk evaluation to strengthen program effectiveness while 
preserving the core goals of diversion. 

 
Prosecutor Referral Backlogs & Inconsistent Referral Flows 

Issue | Diversion recommendations can arrive to the juvenile departments months or years 
after the incident first occurred. These delays and backlogs vary widely across jurisdictions, 
with some courts struggling to maintain responsive diversion programs due to prolonged 
prosecutor review times. Delays undermine timely, effective diversion. 

Recommendation | The Washington Association of Juvenile Court Administrators and the 
Washington Association of Prosecuting Attorneys should jointly establish statewide timeliness 
guidelines to improve consistency and ensure youth receive prompt diversion opportunities. 

 
Dedicated Diversion Funding & Programming 

Issue | Limited diversion-specific funding and the current block grant structure discourages 
courts from allocating resources to low-risk youth, restricting community partnerships and 
programming. 

Recommendation | The Legislature should allocate additional flexible funding for juvenile 
departments to strengthen youth community connections and ensure equitable, 
developmentally appropriate diversion services statewide. 

 

 

 

 

 



    
 

19 
 

Record Destruction Issues 
Issue | Although youth who successfully complete diversion are eligible at age 18 for 
destruction of court, arrest, referral, and fingerprint records, fingerprint records held by the 
Washington State Patrol are often not destroy. These undestroyed records can produce long-
term barriers to employment, military enlistment, licensing, and housing. 

Recommendation | The Legislature should update state law to require mandatory destruction 
of all diversion-related records, across all criminal-legal agencies, to fully realize the intended 
benefits of diversion. 

 
School Partnerships & Marijuana Vaping  

Issue | Schools have wide variation in how often they refer students to the juvenile system for 
on-campus incidents, including marijuana-vaping, leading to inconsistent court involvement 
across the state. Referrals for marijuana vaping are increasingly common and present 
enforcement and evidentiary challenges. 

Recommendation | A cross-institutional working group should develop best practice guidelines 
for responding to youth marijuana vaping incidents at school. Groups include the Washington 
State Health Care Authority, the Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction, the Office of 
Juvenile Justice, the Washington Association of Juvenile Court Administrators, and WSCCR. 

 
Data Insights & Ongoing Diversion Research 

Issue | Juvenile courts vary widely in their data infrastructure. Some have limited ability to track 
diversion practices, evaluate outcomes, and identify equity concerns. HB 1391’s investment in 
diversion data development provides a strong foundation, but sustained research and 
accessible statewide reporting are needed to ensure consistent, effective, and equitable 
diversion practices. This research should also increase public transparency into diversion. 

Recommendation | The Legislature should also provide ongoing funding for WSCCR to conduct 
continuing diversion research focused on implementation, effectiveness, and equity. WSCCR 
should develop a diversion dashboard that complements annual reporting and helps courts, 
policymakers, and communities better understand diversion trends and outcomes.  

 
Statewide Diversion Framework 

Issue | Currently, diversion practices vary widely across the state, creating place-based 
differences in legal opportunities and diversion experiences for youth. 

Recommendation | WAJCA and WSCCR should develop a framework for diversion that is 
adaptable to different jurisdiction types, scalable based on funding availability, and informed 
by best practice. 
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Glossary 
 

Note | This report details alternative legal responses to youth behavior. Clearly describing 
behavior can be difficult. Some situations involve actions that people see as disruptive, 
destructive, or harmful. Some behavior breaks state or local laws. Other incidents involve 
behavior people see as minor, mistakes, or normal youth choices. Many youth engaged in 
disruptive, harmful, or illegal behavior can have past or ongoing trauma, face complex 
challenges, and have unmet needs. These issues can shape how disruptive or harmful 
behavior shows up in daily life. 

In this report, we use different terms to describe youth behavior because court-
coordinated diversion addresses many kinds of situations. These situations vary in how 
much harm, disruption, or impact they cause. All court-coordinated diversion responds to 
alleged criminal (law-violating) behavior. 

 

• Administrators/Managers coordinate, organize, and lead juvenile departments and diversion 
frontline staff. This report also uses the term juvenile department leaders. 

• Alleged Criminal Offenses are behaviors described in a police report or referral. Police send 
these reports to the prosecutor’s office, outlining what the youth did (i.e., the facts of the case) 
and the offense(s) they believe occurred. Prosecutors review the report, decide whether the 
listed offense is accurate, and choose how to categorize the charge. They can keep the same 
offense or amend it to a more serious or less serious charge. The word alleged is used 
because youth in diversion do not go through a full court process to decide their guilt, nor do 
they plead guilty to a crime. Still, diversion law requires prosecutors and probation counselors 
to believe that a crime occurred and that the youth committed it.2 Criminal means the 
behavior violated a criminal law. Diversion (as a legal pathway) is not a response to civil 
infractions such as smoking tobacco.3 

• Court refers to the entire Juvenile Court system. This includes the Juvenile Prosecuting 
Attorney’s Office (PAO), the Juvenile Court Services Department, and juvenile judges. We use 
this term to describe shared processes across the system. We use the terms prosecutor’s 
office or juvenile department when an issue relates only to those entities. 

 
2 RCW 13.40.080(1) 
3 RCW 70.155.080 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.080
https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=70.155.080
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• Data Specialists are juvenile service staff members who document diversion data by entering 
them into the statewide system, local case management systems, or local spreadsheets. 

• Detention is when a young person is held in local facilities for an alleged or adjudicated 
criminal offense, or for a violation of a court order. 

• Detention Centers are facilities used to hold youth accused or convicted of a criminal 
offense, or a violation of court order. Many counties have their own local detention facilities, 
and others transport youth to nearby detention centers. See the map on the Juvenile Detention 
Admissions Dashboard for additional information. 

• Diversion Recommendations happen when prosecutors review a police referral and decide 
that a young person is eligible for a mandatory or discretionary diversion. If the youth is 
eligible, prosecutors recommend to the juvenile department that it divert the referral. Juvenile 
departments have the option to accept or reject the recommendation, and youth have the 
option to accept and or refuse the diversion offer. The youth and frontline staff must sign a 
diversion agreement for a recommended diversion to become an official diversion. 

• Frontline Staff are juvenile probation counselors who work directly with youth on diversion. 
Some probation counselors focus only on diversion, while others work across several areas, 
such as diversion, probation, Becca youth, or serving as a guardian ad litem.4 

• Initial Incidents are the situations during which the alleged criminal offense occurred, which 
police document in their referrals. We use this term to increase clarity about how quickly the 
legal system processes diversions. Sometimes there is a gap of time between the initial 
incident and when police complete or send their referrals to the prosecutor’s office. 

• Jurisdiction describes the area where a court can exercise its legal powers. For most juvenile 
courts, this jurisdiction covers their county. Three juvenile courts have shared jurisdiction, 
meaning the work of one court covers referrals, youth, and cases in two or three counties. 
These courts are Asotin-Garfield, Ferry-Stevens-Pend Orielle, and Pacific-Wahkiakum.5 

 
4 Staff acting as guardian ad litem are court-appointed advocates who investigate a child’s or vulnerable person’s 
circumstances and make recommendations to the court about their best interests. 
5 Benton and Franklin counties shared a juvenile court jurisdiction at the time of this research. However, as of June 
2026, the joint court has separated. Franklin will start a new juvenile court and Benton will continue its court, 
focusing on Benton residents. 

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/wsccr/viz/JuvenileDetentionDashboard_newdata/DetentionLandingPage
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• Juvenile Department refers to the administrators, managers, and frontline staff who 
coordinate and supervise diversions, alongside other aspects of juvenile court work. This term 
does not include law enforcement, community partners, juvenile prosecutors, or judges. 

• Juvenile Rehabilitation/Institution are state-run facilities used to confine youth convicted of 
serious crimes. See the JR website for additional information.  

• Police Referrals are documents describing a youth’s alleged criminal behavior during the 
initial incident. They include written descriptions of the youth’s behavior, facts of the case, 
contact information, and some demographic details. Police normally send referrals to the 
prosecutor’s office shortly after the incident, but there can be delays.  

• Prosecutor or Prosecuting Attorney’s Office (PAO) refers to juvenile prosecutors who review 
police referrals for probable cause, decide diversion eligibility, send cases to the juvenile 
department, and may later file charges on terminated diversions. All juvenile prosecutors work 
under an elected official, but this report focuses on juvenile prosecutors unless noted 
otherwise. 

• Screen & Release is the term used to describe the process of reviewing a youth’s eligibility to 
be admitted to a detention center. When a young person is arrested, police can take them to 
local detention centers for a potential hold. Detention centers are required by law to develop 
standards6 to determine if 1) a young person will be admitted and held at the center until a 
judge reviews their situation, or 2) they will be released from custody at the detention center. 

• Traditional Legal Pathway or System are the terms used to describe general legal processes 
that include filing charges, hearings in courtrooms and in front of judges, and sentences such 
as probation supervision, detention, or placement in Juvenile Rehabilitation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
6 RCW 13.40.038 

https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/services/juvenile-rehabilitation
https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=13.40.038
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Acronyms 
 

• AOC  Administrative Office of the Courts 

• CABs  Community Accountability Boards 

• CDMHDA  Chemical Dependency/Mental Health Dispositional Alternative 

• COS  Coordination of Services 

• DCYF  Washington State Department of Children, Youth and Families 

• EET  Education Employment Training 

• FFT  Functional Family Therapy 

• i-ACT  Individual – Alternative Choice Therapy 

• JPC  Juvenile probation counselor 

• JR  Juvenile Rehabilitation 

• MST  Multisystemic Therapy 

• OJJ  Office of Juvenile Justice 

• PACT  Positive Achievement Change Tool 

• PAO  Prosecuting Attorney’s Office 

• PCJJ  Washington State Partnership Council on Juvenile Justice 

• SSODA Special Sex Offender Disposition Alternative 

• WAJCA Washington Association of Juvenile Court Administrators 

• WAJDU Washington Association of Juvenile Diversion Units 

• WAPA  Washington Association of Juvenile Prosecutors 

• WISe  Wraparound and Intensive Services 

• WSCCR Washington State Center for Court Research 

• WSIPP  Washington State Institute for Public Policy  

• WSP  Washington State Patrol 
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CHAPTER 1 | REPORT OVERVIEW & DESIGN 
 

Washington established its juvenile diversion system in 1977. Since then, juvenile crime has 
declined and communities have increasingly called for alternatives to traditional court 
involvement. Today, the state’s juvenile courts vary in their diversion approaches due to 
differences in court culture, legal orientation, and responses to resource constraints. 
 

This chapter overviews research on youth behavior and diversion efficacy, conceptualizes 
court variation, and describes our approach to HB 1391 requirements. 

 

 

 

Key Takeaways 

• Research on diversion shows it is an effective response to youth crime that reduces 
recidivism and the negative impacts of contact with the traditional legal system. 

• In general, Washington courts’ diversion programs have either remained stable through 
legacy programs or changed through innovation. We find these two approaches are 
shaped by the culture, legal orientation, and response to constrained resources of 
different courts. 

• HB 1391 directs statewide research to standardize diversion definitions, outcomes, 
and data collection. 

o This report is the first of two. Here, we define diversion, map out current 
practices, explain how the system works, and provide a detailed overview of 
diversion data. 

o The next report will provide quantitative reporting on diversion data, comparing 
patterns in diversion processes and outcomes across courts and youth. 

• Researchers visited all 33 juvenile courts and conducted 181 interviews with court 
leaders, frontline staff, juvenile prosecutors, and community partners. 

• WSCCR convened a Juvenile Diversion Research Working Group to shape and inform 
this research project. Group members defined diversion, influenced data approaches, 
and reviewed this report. 
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Introduction 

Juvenile diversion became state law in 1977, nearly 50 years ago.7 This change created new 
options for juvenile courts. Instead of filing charges on criminal police referrals, juvenile 
prosecutors and departments could now offer young people diversion, exiting them from the 
traditional legal process and reducing their formal contact with the court. The original statute still 
shapes current practices: diversion remains a confidential legal process, agreements can include 
community service and restitution, and the legislature still encourages courts to connect youth 
with their communities.  

Since 1977, there have been twenty revisions to the statute, allowing courts to offer 
multiple diversions and creating additional diversion pathways. Diversion is a go-to response in 
many courts. In Washington, juvenile diversions have exceeded other legal outcomes, such as 
adjudication, since 2013.8 

Although diversion is a cornerstone of Washington’s juvenile legal system, we still have 
limited insight into how the system functions, who receives these opportunities, and how 
diversion affects young people later in life.9 Prior to HB 1391, there was general awareness that 
diversion programs and practices vary significantly across the state. Advocates, researchers, and 
court professionals also w that diversion data are incomplete and incomparable. Together, this 
leaves us with an awareness of statewide differences and the concern that we have too few 
analytic tools to measure them. 

This report sharpens our understanding of Washington’s impactful diversion system. We 
fill knowledge gaps by detailing the diversion practices, guiding philosophies, and programming of 
juvenile courts. In this section, we also review scholarship on youth behavior and diversion 
effectiveness. 

Ongoing efforts, discussed in the conclusion, should build on this understanding and 
advance diversion that prioritizes youth well-being, reflects best practice, and increases public 
transparency. 

 
7 Original law: Third Substitute House Bill 371 (1977), Current law: RCW 13.40.080 
8 WA PCJJ, 2024b, pg. 73 
9 It is important to recognize the research that already exists on diversion, as it provides baseline knowledge that this 
report builds on. However, compared with other components of Washington’s juvenile legal system—such as 
probation, detention, and incarceration—diversion has received limited attention. The Washington State Minority and 
Justice Commission published the Statewide Youth Diversion Report 2025, and the Partnership Council on Juvenile 
Justice regularly reports diversion caseloads in its biennial report on the justice system (2024). In 2024, the 
Washington State Institute for Public Policy (WSIPP) also completed a cost-benefit analysis comparing several forms 
of diversion: diversion with services compared to traditional processing, diversion no services compared to 
traditional processing, diversion with services compared to simple release diversion with services versus traditional 
processing, diversion without services versus traditional processing, and diversion with services versus simple 
release. 

https://leg.wa.gov/CodeReviser/documents/sessionlaw/1977ex1c291.pdf?cite=1977%20ex.s.%20c%20291%20s%2062
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.080
https://www.courts.wa.gov/subsite/mjc/docs/2025/Statewide%20Youth%20Diversion%20Report%202025.pdf
https://app.leg.wa.gov/ReportsToTheLegislature/Home/GetPDF?fileName=2024%20FINAL%20Governor%27s%20Report_ceac8f68-cda6-4c80-9363-a26b8e6162f2.pdf
https://www.wsipp.wa.gov/BenefitCost/Program/547
https://www.wsipp.wa.gov/BenefitCost/Program/549
https://www.wsipp.wa.gov/BenefitCost/Program/548
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Youth Crime & Legal Responses 

Youth crime is rare. In the U.S., police arrest an exceedingly small share of young people. 
Between 2021 and 2026, youth arrest rates ranged between 0% and 2% of the youth population, 
varying slightly by age and gender.10 Youth arrest rates vary more significantly by race.11 In 2024, 
Washington police referred 1.3% of youth to juvenile courts for law-violating behavior.12 
Reoffending is also rare. In a study of more than 160,000 youth referred to juvenile courts, 63% 
had a single referral, 23% had two or three criminal referrals, and 14% had four or more referrals.13 

Youth offending is timebound. Most youth who engage in law-violating behavior during 
adolescence do not continue offending into adulthood.14 This pattern also holds for young people 
accused of more serious offenses.15 Additionally, most youth referred for a criminal offense are 
assessed as having a low or moderate risk of reoffending, and for the few who do reoffend, most 
do not commit new serious offenses.16 Decades of research demonstrates that youth crime peaks 
during adolescence and begins to decline in early adulthood17—this age-crime relationship is 
among the most well-established findings in the field. 
 

Age-Specific Violent Crime Arrest Rates, 2020 

 
       (Source: NIJ, 2024) 

 
10 FBI, 2023; 2% (males ages 13-14, 17, 18; females ages 13-14, 18); 1% (males ages 15, 16; females ages 10-12); 0% 
(males ages under 10, 10-12, under 11, 11-12; females ages under 10, 10-12, under 11, 11-12; male and female 
juvenile other) 
11 OJJDP, 2026; Arrest rates, all offenses (all races 1,275; white 1,080; Black 2,487; American Indian 1,815; Asian 260) 
12 WSCCR, 2026  
13 Puzzanchera & Hockenberry, 2022 
14 Robins, 1978; Sampson & Laub, 1993 
15 Mulvey, 2011 
16 Vincent et al., 2024 
17 Farrington 1986; Piquero et al. 2007; Tuttle, 2025 
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Factors that Shape Youth Behavior 

Declines in youth offending behavior, known as desistance, are shaped by a combination of 
developmental, psychological, and social factors. Researchers and practitioners discuss these 
factors in two categories: “criminogenic” factors that increase the risk that a young person may 
reoffend and protective factors that decrease risk. Factors can also be static, remaining stable 
over time, or dynamic, changing with interventions or development. To support desistance, courts 
should 1) identify a youth’s risk and protective factors, and then 2) provide right-sized 
interventions to reduce dynamic areas of risk and strengthen protective factors.18 

A recent major study identified these factors for over 32,000 system-involved young 
people. The Youth Protective Factors Study (2024) explored patterns of risk and protective factors 
for youth who had a new juvenile court referral over a three-year period.19 The risk factors that best 
predicted new person offenses were past aggressive behavior, personality and attitudes that 
support criminal behavior, negative peer influences, limited family supervision, and behavior 
problems at school. These findings are consistent with other risk factor research.20 Substance use 
and unstructured or poor use of leisure time were two of the most common risk factors on youth’s 
initial risk assessments. However, both factors were not strong predictors of later person 
offenses,21 except serious substance use for young teens aged 14 years or under.22 The authors 
note: “In fact, substance use was the least significant predictor out of all risk factors for person 
reoffending post-supervision in both states.”  

The Youth Protective Factors Study also found three common protective factors among 
youth in their sample.23  The first was a prosocial identity, where youth consider their ideal future 
self to be generous, respectful, and truthful. Second, was a sense of self-efficacy, or the feeling 
they were able to overcome difficult situations. Researchers also found that self-control, although 
uncommon, predicted a decreased likelihood of violent reoffending beyond information about a 
youth’s risk level. 

Developmentally, youth desist from crime as they age. Young people experience 
significant brain maturation into early adulthood, becoming less inclined toward risk-taking and 
thrill-seeking behavior over time, and developing a stronger orientation toward the future.24 Youth 
who have space to explore their identity, exercise autonomy, and build self-esteem are less likely 

 
18 NRC, 2013 
19 Vincent et al., 2024 
20 McCormick et al., 2017; Peterson-Badali et al., 2015 
21 Offenses that involve physical harm to another person. 
22 Vincent et al. (2024) found that, “Although substance use weakly predicted person offending overall, more serious 
substance use was a relatively strong predictor of person offending among younger adolescents.” 
23 Skeem et al., 2025 
24 Cauffman et al., 2023; Insel & Cohen, 2025; Steinberg, 2008; Steinberg et al., 2015 
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to remain involved in criminal behavior as they age.25 Mental health treatment has a complex 
relationship to reoffending. While research shows that treatment does not lower recidivism, it can 
be important for youth’s well-being and research shows it increases benefits from other services 
(i.e., responsivity).26 

Socially, access to education, stable and adequate housing, employment opportunities, 
and community resources all support desistance.27 Youth report that healthy, supportive 
relationships, intentionally navigating peer groups, and working toward long-term goals help them 
resist offending.28 Community connections can bolster these protective factors. Smith et al. 
(2013) found youth engaged in their community through sports, school, faith-based activities, 
extended family, and work have improved family and peer relationships. Young people under the 
age of 15 are particularly protected from increased reoffending by having a sense of purpose, 
developing a prosocial identity, and being connected to school.29  

Positive youth development opportunities can also decrease young people’s engagement 
in criminal activity.30 It is important to note that the quality of positive youth development 
opportunities matters. Research in the area is developing, but points to the importance of 
preparing youth before participation, helping them maintain positive peer networks, and 
supporting the development of protective factors, such as a sense of purpose.31 

 

National & Statewide Patterns 

Across the U.S., youth crime and punishment have decreased over the last several decades. 
Between 2013 and 2022, violent victimization rates for youth ages 12–17 fell by 85%.32 Serious 
youth violent crime decreased by 67% between 1995 and 2019, more than twice the decline seen 
among adults.33 Despite these significant declines, it is important to note the percentage of youth 
homicides involving a firearm have increased steadily since 2013.34  

 
25 Rocque et al., 2014 
26 Glasheen, 2011; Guebert & Olver, 2014; McCormick et al., 2016; Skeem et al., 2015 
27 Wigzell & Patterson-Young, 2025 
28 Amemiya et al., 2017 
29 Skeem et al., 2025 
30See Butts et al., 2010 
31 Skeem et al., 2025 
32 Tapp et al., 2024 
33 Kennedy & Lopez, 2025 
34 Data from CDC Fatal Injury Reports, presented in High-Impact Court Decisions for High-Risk Youth (June 15, 2026), 
by The Council of State Governments Justice Center 

https://csgjusticecenter.org/resources/events-past/
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Arrests of youth under 18 years peaked in 1995 and have dropped by 75%.35 Similarly, 
between 2000 and 2023 youth incarceration fell by 73%.36 Despite these reductions, the U.S. 
youth incarceration rate remains twice as high as the global average.37 

Scholars identify many reasons for declines in youth crime and punitive responses. Among 
them are true changes in youth behavior, broader crime declines, legal reforms related to drug 
enforcement and youth arrest, less punitive school environments, and increased use of 
alternative legal tools such as diversion.38 

 

Youth Violent Crime Arrest Trends, 1980–2020 

 
                (Source: NIJ, 2024) 

 

Washington has seen similar trends in youth arrest and incarceration. The total number of 
arrests declined from almost 12,000 in 2017 to approximately 6,200 in 2022.39 Additionally, 
admissions to Juvenile Rehabilitation facilities decreased by almost 60%, from 633 youth in 2013 
to 255 youth in 2022. Research also shows that “arrest for violent crimes decreased during the 
pandemic (2019–2022), but were a greater share of yearly arrests, likely due to prioritization and 
pandemic restrictions.” If you are interested in learning more, the WSCCR has several 
dashboards where you can explore trends in county-level data for youth arrest and case 
processing outcomes. 

 
35 Rovner, 2025 
36 Rovner, 2025 
37 Nam-Sonenstein & Sawyer, 2025 
38 Brennen Center for Justice, 2025; Kennedy & Lopez, 2025; Lopez & Boxerman, 2026; Mendel, 2024; Perera & 
Diliberti, 2023; Rovner, 2025; Tapp et al., 2024 
39 WA PCJJ, 2024b (all citations for the paragraph) 

Year 

https://www.courts.wa.gov/caseload/dashboard/v4/JuvenileLEDA.html
https://www.courts.wa.gov/caseload/dashboard/v4/JuvenileCourt.html
https://www.courts.wa.gov/caseload/dashboard/v4/JuvenileCourt.html
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Washington’s juvenile courts have also evolved over the past several decades. Statewide 
initiatives introduced evidence-based tools for risk evaluation and probation programming, built a 
community of practice focused on reducing and rethinking youth detention, and mandated non-
carceral responses to truancy.40 Other legal tools have emerged, such as deferred dispositions 
and disposition alternatives, giving courts options outside of the traditional legal pathway. 

Diversion has become an increasingly common response to youth criminal referrals in 
many counties across the state. In Washington state, the total number of diversions has outpaced 
the total number of adjudications year on year since 2013.41  
 

Juvenile Court Dispositions in Washington by Type, 2013–2022 

 
                 (Source: DCYF, 2024) 

 

 

 

 
40 Barnoski, 1999; WA DCYF, 2026; Gilman & Sanford, 2022; Knoth et al., 2020 
41 WA PCJJ, 2024b, pg. 73 
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Juvenile Diversion Research 

Juvenile diversion is any alternative response that navigates youth away from formal prosecution 
or arrest.42 Across the country, courts have increasingly used diversion to move youth out of 
traditional legal processing and into support and services outside courtrooms, probation 
supervision, and detention.43 Diversion has also become increasingly connected to the 
community, with courts and advocates working to strengthen youths’ relationships with their 
neighborhoods and positive networks, and to reduce their involvement in the legal system. 

There is growing recognition that arrest, punitive legal processing, and incarceration cause 
long-term harm to youth and reduce public safety through increased reoffending.44 This is one of 
the main reasons why diversion is expanding. Research shows that youth involved in the 
traditional legal system often experience reduced mental well-being, higher dropout rates, lower 
lifetime earnings, and a greater likelihood of reoffending.45 These harms disproportionately impact 
minoritized Black, brown, and Indigenous youth.46 Young people living in poverty, experiencing 
trauma and complex mental health needs, or involved in the child welfare system also face higher 
exposure to the criminal legal system.47 

Punitive legal responses are in tension with what we know about youth behavior. Most 
young people who offend do so only once. Most youth do not continue offending into adulthood. 
Alternative legal responses, such as diversion, can strengthen youths’ community connections, 
build on their strengths, and address unmet needs, reducing their likelihood of reoffending.48 

Increasing research has mirrored courts’ increasing use of diversion. Before discussing 
diversion research, it is important to start with two caveats: there is no single agreed-upon 
definition of diversion, and diversion programs vary widely in their interventions, structures, and 
levels of contact. Although these differences make this research challenging,49 scholars have 
identified several consistent findings. 

Diversion works. Research consistently shows that diversion reduces, or at least does not 
increase, young people’s likelihood of reoffending.50 This effect is especially strong for youth who 

 
42 Definition developed by the Juvenile Diversion Research Working Group 
43 Mendel, 2024 
44 Ackerman et al., 2024; Bersani et al., 2022; Hirschfield, 2009; Gilman et al., 2015; Holman & Ziedenberg, 2013; Kirk 
& Sampson, 2012; Mendel, 2023; Nam-Sonenstein, 2024; OJJDP, 2026; Petrosino et al., 2010; Tinner et. al., 2022 
45 Braverman & Morris, 2011; Golani et al., 2022; Petrosino et al., 2010; Thomas et al., 2025 
46 Mallett 2018; Nunn, 2002 
47 Barnert et al., 2023; Voisin et al., 2017; Yi & Wildeman, 2018 
48 See Butts et al., 2010; National Research Council, 2013 
49 Hahn, 2023 
50 Cauffman et al., 2021; Hahn, 2023; NeMoyer et al., 2020 
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have a low risk of reoffending. Diversion responses help maintain their low risk, while other forms 
of criminal legal contact can increase recidivism for these youth.51  

Diversion works best when it is restorative, timely, and provides the right level of support. 
Ideally, diversion increases youths’ skills and protective factors. Restorative approaches help 
youth to learn from their mistakes and build empathy, while increasing victims’ satisfaction with 
the process.52 Timely responses allow youth to complete their court involvement quickly, receive 
services when they are most effective, and align with youths’ understanding of time.53  

Programs that address families’ unmet needs also improve youth wellbeing and decrease 
future criminal referrals.54 Cognitive behavioral therapy programs are well researched and have 
“significant positive effects on recidivism.”55 These therapeutic approaches include lessons and 
role-playing exercises that help young people reflect on unhealthy thinking patterns, develop new 
skills, and change their behavior.56 

Cauffman et al.’s 2021 study of diversion is particularly illuminating. They evaluated 
outcomes for 1,216 adolescent boys five years after their first arrest. Youth in the study sample 
were geographically and ethnically diverse, and participants had been arrested for offenses such 
as assault and theft. The study compared boys who were traditionally sentenced by a judge with 
those who were diverted to community service. The study also controlled for many preexisting 
vulnerabilities known to affect processing decisions and youth outcomes.57  

The table below displays three sets of results: indicators that improved for boys who were 
diverted, indicators that improved for boys who went through traditional court processing, and 
indicators that showed no statistical difference between diversion and traditional processing. 
This study shows that diversion increased many protective factors while decreasing risk factors. 
Comparatively, traditional legal processing did not improve any indicators. 

 

 
51 Gatti et al., 2009; Lowenkamp et al., 2006; Motz et al., 2019; Nagin et al., 2009; Sperber et al., 2013; See Williams & 
Ellis, 2026 
52baliga et al., 2017; Choi et al., 2011; Kuehn et al., 2014; Shem-Tov et al., 2022; Sherman et al., 2015; Strang et al., 
2013 
53 Barnoski, 1997; Bol, 1995; Butts et al., 2010 
54 Latimer, 2001 
55 Lipsey et al., 2007 
56 In Washington state, the Individual – Alternative Choice Training (i-ACT) promising program is based on Cognitive 
Behavioral Therapy. A small number of courts use i-ACT lessons with diversion youth. 
57 In this analysis, controlling for preexisting vulnerability means that boys with similar background characteristics 
were grouped together in the statistical model. These matched groups shared the same characteristics but differed in 
their court experience (diverted or traditionally processed). This approach ensured that comparisons occurred only 
among similar youth, reducing the likelihood that outcomes would reflect youth characteristics rather than court 
experiences. 
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Indicators with Better Results:  
Youth on Diversion vs Youth Traditionally Processed58 

 

DIVERSION 
 

NO DIFFERENCE 
 

TRADITIONAL 

• Likelihood of rearrest 
 
• Self-report of total offending  

 
• No indicators 

• Likelihood of subsequent 
incarceration 

 • Self-report of physical 
aggression  

 
 

• Self-report of violent behavior 
 
• Impulse control 

 
 

• School enrollment or 
employment 

 • Mental health—internalizing 
problems 

 
 

• High school graduation within 
5 years 

 • Mental health—interpersonal 
callousness 

 
 

• Current school enrollment 
 
• Currently employed  

 
 

• Ability to suppress aggression 
 
• Consideration of others 

 
 

• Perception of future 
opportunities 

 
• Sensation seeking 

 
 

• Association with delinquent 
peers 

 
• Future orientation 

 
 

 
 
• Exposure to violence 

 
 

 

Diversion provides a unique opportunity to proactively address racial and ethnic 
disproportionality in the juvenile legal system.59 Research finds that disparities in arrest and court 
intake are shaped by a youth’s race, with white youth treated more favorably than youth of color.60 
Diverting Black, Latino, and Tribal youth at early stages in the legal process can reduce racial and 
ethnic disparities in later stages, such as conviction and incarceration. In Washington, the 
Minority and Justice Commissions’ 2025 diversion report suggests that youths’ race, ethnicity, 
and referral history may shape discretionary diversion decisions.61 The authors also state that 
additional research is needed, due to statewide variation in diversion programming and practices. 

 
58 Table design originally in Mendel, 2024 
59 Bishop, 2024 
60 See Mendel, 2022 
61 Jones & Gilman, 2025 
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Diversion responses reduce costs and recidivism. Research evaluating the benefit-cost 
ratio for Washington’s diversion programs finds that, compared to traditional court processing, 
diversion without services (i.e., release) and diversion with services are effective at reducing 
recidivism and are cost effective.62 

• Diversion without services is particularly cost effective: benefits minus costs are 
$11,641 per participant, with $7,452 of these savings attributed to reduced criminal 
legal involvement. 

• Diversion with services creates $7,915 in benefits per participant, when accounting for 
the cost of the program. Most of these savings ($4,841) come from the comparative 
advantages of diversion for reduced system contact and reduced reoffending. 

 

The body of research on youth crime and diversion clearly demonstrates that young people’s well-
being and reoffending are shaped by risk factors, protective factors, and the type of contact they 
have with the criminal legal system. When compared to traditional legal processing, research 
repeatedly shows that diversion improves youth outcomes, reduces recidivism, and decreases 
youths’ entrenchment in the system. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
62 WSIPP, 2024b; WSIPP, 2024c  



   Chapter 1 | Report Overview & Design 
 

35 
 

Conceptualizing Juvenile Diversion in Washington State 

Over the last 50 years, Washingtons’ diversion programs have evolved, resulting in substantial 
variation across county program structures and diversion practices. Variation stems from factors 
outside the control of juvenile departments: limited state and local funding, prosecutorial 
philosophies and practices, local attitudes toward crime and punishment, county-level social 
safety nets, and the availability of community partners. 

Despite these structural conditions, courts have control over several factors that directly 
shape their diversion programs: their own culture, legal orientation, and approaches to resource 
constraints. We find differences across these three domains shape the evolution of courts and 
continue to drive distinct approaches statewide. 

In Washington, we summarize these approaches as legacy models, where courts maintain 
long-standing practices, and innovative models, where courts have significantly reshaped their 
philosophies, practices, and programs. Across both approaches, staff are committed to their 
work, operate within the law, and prioritize youth support and public safety.  

Many courts do not fit neatly into one model and can have elements of both. Still, these 
two models offer a useful framework for understanding Washington’s diversion landscape. 

 

 

Court Culture 

Legacy 

• Traditional legal frameworks that emphasize accountability, deterrence, and legal 
tools to regulate behavior. 

• View juvenile courts as institutions that youth should respect and that must 
respond appropriately to law violations.  

• Diversion often functions as a pared down version of probation, mirroring its 
structure, with reduced expectations and contact. 
 

Innovative 

• Draws heavily on restorative justice principles, viewing alleged offenses as harm 
that youth can repair by taking accountability, building skills, and strengthening 
positive community relationships. 

• The court positions itself as a connector to youth development and the 
community.  

• Diversion is distinct from probation. It serves as an opportunity to engage with 
youth in responsive and developmentally aligned ways. 
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Legal Orientation 

Legacy 

• Interpretation emphasizes mandatory requirements, clear procedural guidelines, 
and statutory limits. 

• Aligns closely to written statute, relying on law on the books to shape practice. 

 
Innovative 

• Emphasizes legislative intent.  

• Embraces the law’s flexibility to develop programming that advance legislative 
goals and aligns with the court’s culture and local context. 

 

 

 
Responding to Resource Constraint 

Legacy 

• Views limited funding as restricting the court’s ability to offer programs or services. 

• As a result, diversion can become defined by what the system lacks, either within 
the court due to funding restrictions at the state level, or within the community due 
to a limited number of partners.  

• Constraints can narrow a court’s sense of what is possible for diversion and limit 
opportunities for more expansive approaches. 

 

Innovative 

• Treats these limits as a floor rather than a ceiling. 

• Builds in-house programs to fill gaps in community services, pursuing grants to 
support community partnerships, and creating low-cost tools that leverage 
existing staff training and capacity. 
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Why it Matters 

Washington’s diversion system varies by design, circumstance, and approach. This variation 
presents several opportunities, beginning with the need to understand differences across 
counties’ diversion programs. Ongoing HB 1391 efforts address this by defining diversion, 
clarifying practices, and strengthening statewide data. 

Second, we need to evaluate if current variation benefits all youth. Do young people across 
Washington have equitable access to timely, effective diversion? And, are we comfortable with 
the differences that currently exist across our state’s diversion programs?  

Finally, we must consider what variation will look like in the future. Washington is a diverse 
state, and counties have vastly different local contexts. However, diversion approaches can 
adapt to these differences, scale with changing funding and diversion caseloads, and remain 
grounded in best practice. 

In the end, juvenile diversion in Washington state should offer youth equal access to 
justice,63 strengthen their connections with their communities,64 and maintain positive long-term 
outcomes.65 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
63 BJA Goals for 2023-2025 
64 RCW 13.40.500 
65 HB 1391 1(1) 

https://www.courts.wa.gov/programs_orgs/pos_bja/4a%20-%20BJA%20Final%20Goals%20for%202023.pdf
https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=13.40.500
https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2025-26/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/1391-S2.SL.pdf?q=20250715134226
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Roadmap  
This report describes Washington’s diversion landscape. The work in this report, and the work that 
will continue in the next phase of research, follows goals outlined in HB 1391 to clarify practices, 
provide insight into emerging issues, and standardize diversion data. 

Within, you will find information gathered from site visits to every juvenile court and from 
interviews with 181 diversion experts, including juvenile department leadership, frontline staff, 
data specialists, juvenile prosecutors, and community partners. 

You can treat this report like an encyclopedia. All chapters are self-contained, with internal 
links to relevant information available elsewhere in the report. 

• Chapter 1 provides an overview of HB 1391’s requirements and our study design.  

• Chapter 2 defines diversion as both a guiding philosophy and a set of legal pathways. 

• Chapter 3 identifies key organizing principles that shape Washington’s diversion system. 

• Chapter 4 overviews the diversion process and describes notable exceptions. 

• Chapter 5 provides a detailed overview of the three diversion pathways. 

• Chapter 6 examines the conditions that departments require youth to complete as part of 
diversion agreements. 

• Chapter 7 focuses on factors that shape youths’ experiences, including felony eligibility, 
demographic patterns, barriers, and the roles of victims, legal actors, and parents. 

• Chapter 8 describes a major source of variation across jurisdictions, i.e., the number of 
discretionary diversion options available to youth, and outlines courts’ differing rationales. 

• Chapter 9 examines the factors that strengthen or strain community-court partnerships. 

• Chapter 10 summarizes the current diversion data landscape, which is stronger than 
anticipated, and highlights ongoing efforts to improve data quality. 

• Chapter 11 distills emerging statewide conversations about diversion, summarizing shared 
questions, concerns, and themes raised in interviews. Topics include responses to family-
crisis, risk evaluation, referral backlogs, funding and desired resources, record 
destruction, school partnerships and marijuana vaping, and the need for more robust data 
and research. The chapter outlines the impact of these issues, court responses, and offers 
recommendations for future work. 

• Chapter 12 concludes the report with a call for a statewide diversion framework. 

• When we asked court leaders and staff what they wanted to learn from this report, many 
said they wanted to learn “what other courts are doing.” Chapter 13 responds with concise 
summaries of each court’s diversion approach. 
 

https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2025-26/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/1391-S2.SL.pdf?q=20250715134226
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Study Design 

HB 1391 lays out directives to standardize diversion language, outcomes, and data collection 
methods. To meet these goals, WSCCR prioritized input and feedback from partners. Early 
conversations illuminated the need to develop basic understandings of how the system works 
and to evaluate the current state of diversion data. In response, we have organized HB 1391 
research requirements into two major reports. We discuss ongoing research needs in Chapter 11. 

 
 

Report 1 | Washington’s Youth Diversion Landscape (current report) 

• Focus: Defines diversion, maps practices across the state, identifies similarities 
and differences, highlights successes and barriers, and summarizes ongoing 
conversations. It also describes the current diversion data landscape and outlines 
efforts underway to improve it.  

• To be clear, this report is not an evaluation of courts’ diversion programs or an 
overview of diversion best practice. This descriptive report is a foundation for the 
next phase of best practice and evaluation work. 

 

Report 2 | Data Development & Annual Reporting (forthcoming) 

• Focus: Quantitative insights. We will report on process points and outcomes listed 
in HB 1391 (Section 6) and continue to standardize and strengthen diversion data.  

• Creates a model for ongoing annual diversion reporting. 
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HB 1391 Requirements 

Second Substitute House Bill 1391 (2026) grew out of partnership between community advocates 
from Stand for Children Washington and Legal Counsel for Youth and Children, juvenile court 
leaders in the Washington Association of Juvenile Court Administrators (WAJCA), and researchers 
at the Washington State Center for Court Research (WSCCR). The bill sets out several research 
tasks, partnership expectations, and goals for improving diversion data. The Washington State 
Legislature funded this work through July 2027. 

 

 
In HB 1391, we identify four main research goals:  

1. Clarity | Define diversion; identify statewide patterns and differences 

2. Insight | Identify emerging conversations, barriers, and opportunities 

3. Standardize | Strengthen diversion data accuracy and consistency 

4. Collaboration | Coordinate research with partners in courts, communities, and 
other government groups 

 
 

HB 1391 (Section 5) | Defining the Diversion Landscape 

The first HB 1391 directive is for the Administrative Office of the Courts (AOC; WSCCR)—in 
collaboration with WAJCA and the Department of Children, Youth & Families (DCYF)—to develop 
common definitions, outcome measures, and data collection methods for both informal and 
formal juvenile diversion programs.66 This work includes: 

• “Obtaining timely and accurate data from the juvenile courts regarding all formal diversion 
agreements that allow for reporting the number and rate of formal diversions, 
disaggregated by jurisdiction, race, ethnicity, and gender.” 

• “Developing methods to define, categorize, and track the use of informal diversion 
agreements.” 

• “Engaging in partnerships with community-based organizations.” 

• “Implementing goals identified by the AOC, DCYF, and WAJCA.” 
 

 
66 2SHB 1391, Section 5(1); the remaining quoted text for Section 5 is from subsections 2 a–d 

https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2025-26/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/1391-S2.SL.pdf?q=20250715134226
https://stand.org/washington/
https://lcycwa.org/
https://www.courts.wa.gov/index.cfm?fa=home.sub&org=wsccr&page=welcome&layout=2&parent=committee&tab=Welcome
https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2025-26/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/1391-S2.SL.pdf?q=20250715134226
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HB 1391 (Section 6) | Data Development & Annual Reporting 

The bill also outlines diversion data sharing and reporting requirements. Juvenile courts are 
instructed to send individual-level diversion agreement data to the AOC through the statewide 
data system or a secure alternative. These data should include a youth’s name, date of birth, 
referral or court case number, the date of the diversion agreement, and the outcome of the 
agreement.67 The bill also encourages juvenile courts to report individual-level data on informal 
diversions. The AOC must work with WAJCA to develop uniform data standards for diversion. 

Section 6 outlines requirements for annual diversion reporting, which include the 
measures listed below, disaggregated by age, race, ethnicity, gender, tribal affiliation (if known), 
and county (including the rate per 1,000 youth):68 

 

Measure Details 

Formal Diversions 
Number of Washington youth who enter into a formal 
diversion agreement each calendar year 

Pre-Filing Diversions 
Number of diversions entered into before filing an 
information69 

Post-Filing Diversions Number of diversions entered into after an information is filed 

Successful Completions Number and rate of successfully completed diversions 

Offense Types Types of alleged offenses referred to diversion 

Refused Diversions 
Number and rate of refused diversions and whether the 
diversion was refused by the youth or by the court 

Disposition Alternatives 
Number and type of disposition alternative granted each 
calendar year and how many were revoked 

Law Enforcement Referrals 
& School Referrals 

Number of law enforcement referrals and number of school 
referrals to a prosecuting attorney alleging the commission of 
a juvenile offense each calendar year, organized by referring 
law enforcement agency and school district 

 
67 2SHB 1391, Section 6(1), directives about informal diversion reporting and uniform data standards are found in 
Section 6(1)(c)(ii) and Section 6(1)(d) 
68 2SHB 1391 Section 6(3)(a through h) 
69 “An information” provides a young person written notice of the charge or charges filed against them. 

https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2025-26/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/1391-S2.SL.pdf?q=20250715134226
https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2025-26/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/1391-S2.SL.pdf?q=20250715134226
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Qualitative Approach 

 

To fulfill the HB 1391 requirements of clarifying diversion and improving diversion 
data, researchers started with four foundational questions:  

1. How do diversion programs operate in counties across Washington? 

2. How do juvenile courts approach diversion? 

3. What role do community partners have in juvenile diversion? 

4. How do counties track diversion data? 
 

 

To answer these questions, researchers interviewed subject-matter experts with extensive 
knowledge of local court and diversion practices. Through analysis, these interviews reveal 
statewide patterns in courts’ diversion operations, common practices, data tracking and 
infrastructure, and share concerns. This approach—asking questions, looking for patterns, and 
building clear, shared understandings of systems—relies on qualitative research methods. 

 

Data 

Visting All Juvenile Courts & Interviewing Court Staff 
Between November 2025 and May 2026, researchers completed in-person visits to all 33 
Washington juvenile courts. Researchers interviewed administrators, managers, frontline staff, 
and data specialists. Many departments also shared their diversion forms and materials. 

• Average site visits lasted 3 hours. Visits to smaller courts lasted approximately 1.5 hours, 
and visits to most larger courts required 1–2 full days. 

• Researchers held semi-structured interviews with available staff. Semi-structured 
interviews cover a list of topics while allowing flexibility for follow-up questions and to 
explore new topics as they emerged during the study. Appendix A lists interview topics. The 
Online Appendix provides a comprehensive list of all interview questions. 

• Researchers gave staff the choice to participate in individual or group interviews. The latter 
were similar to focus groups, with staff building on each other’s answers. 

• Researchers observed that most conversations felt open and comfortable. Staff were 
willing to say when they did not know something and asked for clarification as needed. 

• Most interviews were in person and recorded with permission. A small number were 
conducted online. Participation was voluntary, and without financial incentive. 

https://www.courts.wa.gov/wsccr/juvenile-diversion/


   Chapter 1 | Report Overview & Design 
 

43 
 

Interviewing Juvenile Prosecutors  
WSCCR researchers also interviewed most juvenile prosecutors in Washington. These semi-
structured interviews focused on eligibility screening practices, approaches to diversion, and 
resource needs (Appendix A; Online Appendix). 

• Interviews lasted approximately 45 minutes and were conducted in-person and online. 

• Researchers found prosecutors open and engaged.  

• All interviews were voluntary and uncompensated. Most prosecutors gave permission to 
record their interviews. 

 

Interviewing Community Partners 
Researchers spoke with leaders from several community-based organizations to understand their 
diversion work with juvenile courts (Appendix A; Online Appendix). 

• Most interviews were held online and lasted approximately 1 hour. 

• Researchers visited two community programs in person. 

• Participation was voluntary, uncompensated, and recorded with permission. 

 

Diversion Conferences & Presentations 
WSCCR researchers attended and presented at two diversion conferences and four association 
meetings during the study period.70 

• Researchers shared HB 1391 research plans and gathered feedback. 

• Attendees submitted anonymous research questions that shaped interview topics. 

• Researchers gained insight into current priorities and areas in need of clarification. 

 

 
70 Conferences and meetings: Strengthening Diversion Summit, hosted by WA-PCJJ (Yakima, WA; August 2025); 
WAJCA Annual Conference (Chelan, WA; September 2025); WADJU Annual Conference (North Bend, WA; 
September/October 2025); WAJCA Spring Conference (Wenatchee, WA; May 2026). The release of the MJC diversion 
report in 2025 created ongoing interest about the topic. WSCCR researchers presented HB 1391 plans to the 
Washington State Minority and Justice Commission and the Washington State Partnership Council on Juvenile 
Justice. 

https://www.courts.wa.gov/wsccr/juvenile-diversion/
https://www.courts.wa.gov/subsite/mjc/docs/2025/Statewide%20Youth%20Diversion%20Report%202025.pdf
https://www.courts.wa.gov/subsite/mjc/docs/2025/Statewide%20Youth%20Diversion%20Report%202025.pdf
https://www.courts.wa.gov/?fa=home.sub&org=mjc&page=chair&layout=2
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/practice/practice-improvement/ojj/wa-pcjj
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/practice/practice-improvement/ojj/wa-pcjj
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Analysis 
Researchers identified themes during site visits, early conversations, and by listening to recorded 
interviews and coding transcripts. Direct quotes appear throughout. Researchers lightly edited 
quotes for clarity without changing their meaning.  

The report also uses anonymous descriptions of court practices to increase readability and 
to highlight shared patterns and differences. We include specific court examples when they help 
illustrate a point. Chapter 13 provides profiles of each court’s diversion practices. 

We intentionally chose not to group courts into categories, except for describing 
discretionary diversion practices in Chapter 8. Themes in this report cut across many courts and 
can come together in unexpected ways. Overfitting courts into categories eliminates important 
nuance and portrays Washington’s diversion system as more unified or simplified than it is. 

 

Sample 
This report focuses on diversions coordinated by juvenile courts in Washington State.71 All juvenile 
courts took part in this research. In total, researchers completed 132 hours of interviews with 181 
people who have direct knowledge and expertise with juvenile diversion.72 
 

Role Interviews 

Administrators 33 

Managers 26 

Frontline Staff 47 

Data Specialists 26 

Juvenile Prosecutors 26 

Community Partners 18 

Other Individuals73 5 

Total 181 

 
71 The King County Prosecuting Attorney’s Office (KC PAO) coordinates juvenile diversion separately from King County 
Juvenile Court Services. The KC PAO sends some referrals directly to a community-coordinated diversion program. 
We interviewed representatives from KC PAO and include their model in this report. We also outline King County’s 
diversion structure in Chapter 13. This report does not include juvenile tribal courts (see Limitations). 
72 Judges and defense attorneys often play a minimal role in juvenile diversion (see Chapter 6). 
73 Other: two defense attorneys, two subject-matter experts, and one Functional Family Therapy provider 
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Timeframe & Significant Court Changes 

In-person court visits were conducted between November 2025 and May 2026. Researchers 
interviewed individuals between August 2025 and May 2026. This report reflects diversion 
practices during that time, but it is important to note that diversion practices are subject to 
change. Several factors drive these changes, including shifts in funding, leadership, and staffing. 
For example, fluctuations in Becca funding74 caused some courts to consolidate staff and adjust 
their practices. Administrators in Thurston, King, and Pierce Juvenile Courts also changed during 
the study period.75 

Additionally, Benton and Franklin counties separated their previously joined court. Franklin 
is starting a new juvenile court, and Benton is adjusting its operations to focus solely on Benton 
County. It is not clear yet how these changes will affect diversion practices in either county. The 
community diversion program associated with the King County PAO is also undergoing changes, 
which will continue throughout the remainder of 2026.76 

 

Collaboration 
Diversion research benefits when community partners and subject-matter experts participate 
meaningfully throughout the process. Collaboration creates space to challenge assumptions, 
improve practices, and build a sense of community to support system improvement. 

WSCCR researchers have worked closely with the Washington Association of Juvenile 
Court Administrators (WAJCA),77 the Office of Juvenile Justice within the Washington State 
Department of Children, Youth and Families,78 community partners and advocates. WSCCR 
shared research plans with these partners, soliciting and incorporating feedback that shaped this 
report.  

 
74 “The 2025–2027 Washington State Operating Budget removed almost all future funding for youth early intervention 
programs (formerly known as ‘Becca programs’). Previously these intervention programs had been allocated 
$14,000,000 per biennium to distribute to all 33 juvenile court jurisdictions. Funding has now been reduced to 
$4,000,000 per biennium.” (CCYJ, 2026; See also Anderson, 2025) 
75 Changes in Thurston and King Juvenile Court leadership were anticipated. The changes to leadership in the Pierce 
County Juvenile Court were unexpected and decision-makers have declined to comment on the reasons for the 
abrupt shift. See reporting in The News Tribune for additional information. 
76 KC DCHS, 2026; Sundberg, 2025 
77 WAJCA has received regular research updates at its summer conference (August 2025), fall executive board 
meeting (October 2025), winter business meeting (January 2026), and spring education meeting (May 2026). WAJCA 
leaders reviewed interview protocols, study design documents, and had several check-in meetings with WSCCR 
researchers. Several WAJCA members participated in the Juvenile Diversion Research Working Group. 
78 The DCYF designated the OJJ as the group to collaborate with WSCCR on juvenile diversion research. OJJ staff 
invited WSCCR researchers to present at the OJJ’s August diversion conference, WSCCR researchers provided 
monthly research updates to the OJJ team, and an OJJ staff person is a member in the Juvenile Diversion Working 
Group. WSCCR researchers have shared research plans and findings with the Washington State Partnership Council 
for Juvenile Justice. 

https://www.thenewstribune.com/news/local/article315476415.html
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Note | WAJCA members are key partners, subject-matter experts, and research 
participants. While researchers consulted WAJCA about study design, researchers 
independently analyzed data and formulated report findings. 

 
 

Juvenile Diversion Research Working Group 
In fall 2025, WSCCR established the Juvenile Diversion Research Working Group. Members 
include juvenile court administrators, juvenile prosecutors, community partners who support 
diversion work, youth advocates, people with lived experience with diversion, DCYF staff, and 
AOC staff supporting ongoing diversion work. Members bring deep expertise and diverse 
perspectives on diversion, and represent distinct roles, communities, and institutions. 

The group met monthly between December 2025 and May 2026 and made decisions using 
a consensus decision-making framework.79 Together, the group set internal goals, created a 
definition of diversion, discussed outcome measures, and gave feedback on proposed 
improvements to diversion data systems. They also reviewed an early draft of this report. Work 
products appear throughout the report and in Appendix B. 

 

Working Group Members 
 

Juvenile Court Administrators 
• Chris Simonsmeier, Clark, 

WAJCA President 
• Candy Schute, Yakima 
• Tori Peterson, Spokane 
• TJ Bohl, Pierce (through 4/2026) 

 
Community Partners & Youth Advocates 

• Elizabeth Drake, 
Dispute Resolution Center of  
Thurston County 

• Kelli Robinson, Our Sister’s House 
• Liz Trautman, 

Stand for Children Washington 
• Roxana Gomez, 

Legal Counsel for Youth and Children 
 

 
79 Pt’chang, 2003 
80 Washington Association of Juvenile Diversion Units 

Juvenile Prosecutors 
• Jennifer DeJong, Snohomish 
• Shane Smith, Spokane 

 
WAJDU80 

• Robert Gant, WAJDU President, 
King County Juvenile Court Services  

 
Office of Juvenile Justice 

• Alexi Castilla 
• Moring Star Large, youth voice 

 
Administrative Office of the Courts 

• Frank Fischer, Court Business 
• Frank Thomas,  
 Washington State  

Minority & Justice Commission 
• Lindsey Beach, WSCCR 
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Limitations  

Interview Data 
Qualitative methods, such as interviews, are the best way to understand how people think about 
diversion and to understand how complex systems work. Researchers asked interviewees for 
their impressions of how common or rare specific events were. Without coordinating with each 
other, staff across the state described many of the same patterns. For example, staff in every 
court reported that diversion terminations rarely occur. This consistency increases our 
confidence in describing statewide trends. 

However, it is possible we may only be able to observe some differences between counties 
by analyzing administrative data. Because many people raised fundamental concerns about the 
quality and consistency of diversion data at the beginning of this project, this report establishes 
the system’s current baseline (see Chapter 10). The second HB 1391 report will include a full 
analysis of administrative data. We will identify any meaningful differences between interview 
findings and administrative data in the second report. 

 
Unconscious Patterns 
Researchers felt interviewees spoke honestly and openly. Still, some topics, such as racial 
disparities in diversion opportunities and outcomes, can be challenging to discuss. 
Administrative data analysis often provides better insights into system-level disparities. 

Court actors may understand their own thinking and decisions, but system-wide bias can 
compound across processing points.81 Cumulative disadvantages in diversion can result from 
staff interpretations of youths’ attitudes, remorse, or behavior,82 and from broader social 
inequality. These patterns may not be obvious in one-on-one conversations, but can become 
clear when researchers compare data across counties or groups. The next HB 1391 report will 
provide outcomes disaggregated by race and ethnicity, gender, age, and county. 
 

Youth Voice 
While this report offers insight into staff and community partners’ perspectives on diversion, it 
only captures one side of the relationship. Young people who participate in diversion may see the 
system differently, noticing barriers or concerns that system actors do not. To fully understand 
Washington’s system, opportunities are needed for youth to share their feedback and concerns. 
Future research should incorporate the voices of youth participating in diversion. 

 

 
81 Guarnera et. al., 2024 
82 Beckman & Rodriguez, 2021 
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Native Practices 
This report focuses on diversion work in the 33 juvenile courts that operate within Washington’s 
Superior Court system. We also know that Native nations and Tribal communities across the state 
respond to harmful or disruptive youth behavior within their own communities. Because Tribes 
are sovereign nations, their justice systems operate independently from Washington’s court 
system. The Washington State Legislature does not oversee Tribal legal processes, and the 
requirements in HB 1391 do not apply to them. 

Many people recognize that Native responses to youth behavior are effective and deeply 
restorative. These approaches are often grounded in cultural knowledge, values, and practices 
and can look different from legal processes embedded in the U.S. Constitution.83 They often 
operate from different understandings of belonging accountability, and repair. 

If Native communities choose to share their knowledge—and if resources support Native 
scholars in leading this research—insights could strengthen juvenile courts’ approach to 
diversion. 

It is important to recognize that Native youth participate in Washington’s juvenile court 
system. We provide more details about this topic in Chapter 7. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
83 See the MJC Statewide Youth Diversion Report, which highlights the Yakama Nation (LeBarron & Mortimer, 2025); 
also see Indian Tribal Evidence-Based Programs reviewed in WA DCYF 2023, page 28. 
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Study Design Summary 

 Key Elements 

Two Reports 

• Report 1 (Current Report) - Defines diversion, maps practices 
across the state, identifies similarities and differences, highlights 
successes and barriers, and summarizes ongoing conversations. 
Describes the current diversion data landscape and outlines 
efforts underway to improve it.  

• Report 2 (Forthcoming) – Quantitative insights; process points and 
outcomes listed in HB 1391 (Section 6) and continue to standardize 
and strengthen diversion data. Creates a model for annual reporting. 

HB 1391 Goals 

1. Clarity | Define diversion; identify statewide patterns and differences 

2. Insight | Identify emerging conversations, barriers, and opportunities 

3. Standardize | Strengthen diversion data accuracy and consistency 

4. Collaboration | Coordinate research with partners in courts, 
community, and other government groups 

Data 

• Visiting all juvenile courts (33 courts) 
• Interviewing court leaders & staff (132 people) 
• Interviewing juvenile prosecutors (26 people) 
• Interviewing community partners (18 people) 
• Diversion conference & presentations (6 events) 

Timeframe • Interviews conducted between August 2025 – May 2026 

Collaboration 
• WAJCA; OJJ within DCYF; community partners, youth advocates, 

AOC partners 
• Juvenile Diversion Working Group 

Limitations • Interview data, unconscious patterns, youth voice, Native practices 
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CHAPTER 2 | DEFINING DIVERSION 
 

It can be difficult to define diversion because it functions as a general approach and a set of 
legal pathways. As a broad approach, diversion describes a wide range of alternatives to 
traditional legal processing. Under Washington law, it also refers to particular legal tools. 
 

This chapter defines diversion as both a philosophy and a set of legal pathways. 
We also summarize other alternative responses to youth behavior. 
Chapter 4 provides detailed descriptions of each diversion pathway. 

 

 

 

Key Takeaways 
• As a concept, juvenile diversion is any alternative response that navigates youth away 

from formal prosecution or arrest. 

• In Washington, there are three main alternative responses to youth behavior: deflection, 
diversion, and disposition alternatives; each offer “exit ramps” to traditional processes. 

o Deflection prevents youth from being arrested, referred to the prosecutor, or 
connected with the juvenile court for an alleged criminal offense. 

o Disposition alternatives keep adjudicated youth in their communities, engaged in 
appropriate treatment, and out of juvenile detention and Juvenile Rehabilitation. 

• As a legal pathway, diversions are a juvenile court’s response to a youth’s alleged 
criminal offense when there is: 

o A police referral  
o Probable cause  
o Prosecutor involvement  
o A goal of avoiding traditional processing  
o Voluntary youth participation 

• There are three legal diversion pathways in Washington: counsel and release, informal 
diversion, and formal diversion. 

• All 33 juvenile courts offer counsel and release and formal diversions. 
Seven courts offer informal diversion. 
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Diversion as a Concept 
When used broadly, the term diversion often refers to a set of “exit ramps” that steer youth away 
from the criminal legal system and offer alternatives to arrest, prosecution, and incarceration.84 
Diversion emphasizes responses that minimize harm associated with traditional system 
responses,85 help youth avoid the long-term consequences of a criminal record,86 and keep youth 
connected to their communities and prosocial support networks.87 

The Juvenile Diversion Research Working Group developed the conceptual definition of 
diversion used in this report:  

 

Juvenile diversion is any alternative response 

that navigates youth away from formal prosecution or arrest. 

 

This broad definition includes work coordinated by juvenile courts, community organizations, law 
enforcement, and schools. It also emphasizes the need to navigate young people away from 
traditional legal processing. 

 A diversionary philosophy can encompass many approaches. It is helpful to use specific 
labels for distinct “exit ramps” that provide alternatives to traditional responses at each stage of 
the legal process. The next section outlines these distinct alternative responses. 

 

Examples of Traditional Legal Responses 
 

 

 
84 Johnson & Ali-Smith, 2022; Wang & Quandt, 2021 
85 Gomez, 2023 
86 See King County Juvenile Court, 2026 
87 WSIPP, 2024b 
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Alternative Responses to Youth Behavior 
We find three primary alternative responses to harmful and disruptive youth behavior in 
Washington: deflection, diversion, and disposition alternatives. This report focuses on the three 
types of diversion coordinated by Washington’s juvenile courts: counsel and release, informal 
diversion, and formal diversion. 

 

Alternative responses create exit points at each stage of the traditional legal process. 

• Deflection is any response to harmful or disruptive behavior that prevents youth 
from being arrested, referred to the prosecutor, or connected with the juvenile court 
for an alleged criminal offense. 

• Diversion aims to prevent a youth’s criminal referral from being filed and 
prosecuted through the traditional pathway.88 

• Disposition alternatives are sentencing alternatives that keep youth in their 
communities, engaged in appropriate treatment, and out of juvenile detention and 
Juvenile Rehabilitation facilities. 

 

Alternative Responses in Washington State 
 

 
 

88 This statement is true for most diversions in Washington state. There are two exceptions: 1) youth can enter into a 
diversion after charges have been filed (post-filing diversions), 2) some diversions are terminated, after which 
prosecutors may choose to file charges. 
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Deflection 
Deflection is the earliest alternative response to harmful or disruptive youth behavior. Deflection 
keeps youth out of the system from the outset—before police make an arrest or send a referral to 
the prosecutor’s office—and prevents further involvement in the criminal legal system.89 People 
also use the terms “pre-arrest diversion” and “community-based diversions.” 

• Community members and youth-serving institutions, like schools, practice deflection 
when they address disruptive or crisis situations without calling law enforcement or 
pressing charges.  

• Police deflect by issuing warnings, resolving situations on-scene, or connecting youth with 
services instead of referring them to the prosecutor or making an arrest. 

• Courts can also facilitate deflection by offering prevention service coordination, which is 
voluntarily available to youth and families without an official police referral. 

 

School-Based Deflection 
Schools and community organizations practice deflection by responding directly to problems and 
providing supportive services. Schools can address crises by connecting students with in-school 
counselors and referring them to services, rather than contacting law enforcement. Under this 
definition, detention and suspension technically qualify as forms of deflection. However, 
research shows these administrative responses are largely ineffective at changing young people’s 
behavior, contributing to educational gaps through lost instruction time, and negatively impacting 
academic performance.90 

Washington has several school-based deflection programs. In Spokane, the RISE Program 
provides “mentorship and restorative interventions aimed at preventing suspensions and 
expulsions, and keeping youth in school.” In King County, Choose 180 offers a “seven-week 
restorative program to meet young people where they are, build intentional relationships, and 
provide the tools and resources for young people to stay engaged and thrive in school and 
beyond.” 

Chapter 11 provides examples of juvenile departments’ support for school-based 
deflection. 

 

 

 
89 Magnuson & Dezember 2023; Seacrest, 2025 
90 Álvarez, 2021 

https://www.spokaneschools.org/page/rise-program
https://choose180.org/school-based-diversion
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Community-Based Deflection 
Community programs practice deflection by intervening directly with youth or by creating spaces 
where harm can be repaired outside the legal system. The T3ams Project is one example of direct 
community deflection. The program “provides immediate on-site support to young people ages 
12–18 who make the mistake of shoplifting. Referrals to ongoing services and opportunities are 
also provided. These services aim to break the harmful cycle of arrest and prosecution and 
reduce costs for businesses related to theft and disruption.” Instead of police responding with 
arrest or a referral to the prosecutor’s office, the T3ams Project engages quickly to understand the 
youth’s needs, offer services, and, when appropriate, support them in writing an apology letter. 

Dispute Resolution Centers (Dispute Washington) across the state facilitate meetings that 
allow people to address and repair harm outside the legal system. They provide youth and harmed 
parties with free or affordable alternative dispute resolution services, conflict coaching, family 
support, and school-based restorative practices. Violence-intervention programs offer another 
deflection pathway by helping reduce violent assaults and gun violence within the community.91 

 

Police-Based or Police-Led Deflection 
Police play a key role in deflection. Police-based deflection occurs when officers observe alleged 
criminal behavior and choose to issue a warning or resolve the situation on the scene. In these 
moments, officers intentionally choose not to file a referral with the prosecutor’s office or make 
an arrest. Police also practice deflection when they connect people engaged in law-violating 
behavior to community services instead of filing referrals or making arrests. These options exist 
through agreements between police and partners, such as community organizations, the 
prosecutor’s office, and public defenders. For police-led deflection to be effective, officers must 
be aware of the programs and view deflection as a worthwhile alternative to arrest or referring. 

One well-known example of police-led deflection is the Law Enforcement Assisted 
Diversion (LEAD) program in Seattle. LEAD provides police with an alternative response when they 
encounter adults engaged in illegal behavior related to substance use, untreated mental health 
conditions, income instability, or extreme poverty. Rather than making an arrest, officers can 
connect individuals directly with LEAD social workers. Participation in LEAD services is voluntary, 
and individuals face no penalty for declining the offer. The program has expanded nationally92 and 
demonstrates reductions in arrests, detention admissions, felony charges, and system costs.93 

 

 
91 McCollum et al., 2025 (see included citations) 
92 LEAD Support Bureau, 2025 
93 Collins et al., 2017; Collins et al., 2019 

https://gemwa.org/diversion-programs/
https://www.resolutionwa.org/services
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Court-Based Prevention Service Coordination 
Several juvenile departments connect youth and families with services without police submitting 
an official referral. These supports are voluntary—youth and families may decline without 
consequences or further contact. Although departments coordinate access to community 
services, this work occurs entirely outside the criminal legal process; youth are not accused of a 
crime but may be experiencing concerning situations and need support. In some counties, 
anyone can initiate court-based prevention coordination, while in others only police or school 
officials may do so. Appendix C provides additional information about other early prevention work 
carried out by juvenile departments, including Becca petitions. 

 

King County Juvenile Court Services | Resource Desk & Website 
The King County juvenile department operates a resource desk, available to everyone who enters 
their building. This resource center acts as a front desk for the building and a central hub where 
youth and families can connect with community resources. Resource Desk staff learn about 
people’s situations, assist with forms, and provide additional support if connections are difficult. 
The department also maintains a website, Youth Support Resources in King County, that 
centralizes resources across the county and makes information available in map form. 

 

Lewis County | Early Intervention Empowerment Program (EIEP) 
In Lewis County, the Early Intervention Empowerment Program (EIEP) provides a new option for 
law enforcement in situations in which they respond to a call involving a young person and there is 
no probable cause that a crime has occurred. If the law enforcement officers believe the youth or 
family may need additional support, they can refer individuals to EIEP. The juvenile department 
follows up within 72 hours to offer services to redirect or stabilize the situation. Schools can also 
refer youth to EIEP. The juvenile department modeled EIEP after The Harbor in Clark County, 
Nevada.94 

 

San Juan County | Resource Mapping 
The San Juan Superior Court Services Department offers a structured deflection service, called 
Resource Mapping, to connect youth and families with resources to prevent young people from 
officially becoming connected to the court through a police referral. Resource Mapping involves: 

• Initial Connections | Police officers, community members, or school staff concerned about 
a young person can recommend that the Department reach out the youth and family for 

 
94 Lewis County Juvenile Court Newsletter (January 2022); Lewis County Juvenile Court Newsletter (February 2022) 

https://youthresources.kingcounty.gov/
https://theharborlv.com/
https://lewiscountywa.gov/media/documents/Jan_Newsletter.pdf
https://lewiscountywa.gov/media/documents/Feb_newsletter.pdf
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support. Youth and families can also independently connect with the court. These 
connections are voluntary. 

• Assessment | After the Department has connected with the youth and family, frontline staff 
engage in one or more in-depth conversations to determine 1) if the situation is safe and 
the required level of response, and 2) the youth’s and family’s needs, strengths, and 
existing supports through deep listening and motivational interviewing techniques. 

• Matching & Planning | Staff, youth, and families collaborate to identify appropriate 
resources and develop a safety plan, if necessary. Staff take a practical approach to 
identifying resources, determining which services the youth and their family would actually 
take advantage of, and considering their immediate needs, strengths, and challenges. The 
group reviews the plan at the end of each meeting. 

• Follow-ups & Closure | Staff gather the information needed to connect with these services 
and share it with the youth and their family. Some young people and families easily 
connect with services and do not need follow-up appointments. In other situations, youth 
and families initiate follow-up appointments to continue problem solving or to identify 
other resources. The Resource Mapping service ends after youth and families access 
services. If desired, youth and families can participate in Resource Mapping again in the 
future. 

 

Walla Walla-Columbia | YARP Referrals 
Many juvenile departments report that families or concerned adults will contact their offices for 
support or to inquire about resources. In Walla Walla-Columbia, frontline staff often connect 
these individuals with the Youth Access and Resource Program (YARP), “a state-funded program 
modeled after the Kids Mental Health Pierce County initiative and… now available statewide. Its 
mission is to connect school-aged youth in the Greater Columbia region with behavioral health 
services. To achieve this, YARP has established a Steering Committee, Multidisciplinary Teams, 
and Implementation Teams that work together to… develop solutions, advocate for the youth, and 
identify available community resources tailored to their needs.” 

 To be clear, Walla Walla-Columbia does not offer to coordinate connections to services, 
unlike King, Lewis, or San Juan counties. We include this example to show how juvenile 
departments can work with regional community programs to deflect youth from the legal system 
and increase their access to needed services. The program serves the Greater Columbia region 
(Asotin, Benton, Columbia, Franklin, Garfield, Kittitas, Walla Walla, Whitman, and Yakima). 

 

 

 

https://yarp.kidsmentalhealthwa.org/yarp-frequently-asked-questions-faq/
https://kidsmentalhealthpiercecounty.org/
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Disposition Alternatives 
Courts can offer youth disposition alternatives after a police referral has been charged, filed, and 
adjudicated, and youth have been sentenced to serve time in detention or in a Juvenile 
Rehabilitation (JR) facility. Disposition alternatives provide another option for prosecutors and 
judges, allowing courts to suspend a youth’s sentence and remain in the community while 
completing required conditions. If a young person receives a new referral or violates probation 
while completing their disposition alternative, the court may revoke the suspended sentence and 
impose the original sentence to serve time at a JR facility. There are four disposition alternatives: 

 

Deferred Disposition 
In a deferred disposition, prosecutors file charges which they agree to dismiss if a young person 
completes up to 12 months of probation, avoids new criminal referrals for one year, pays any 
required restitution, completes any required community service, follows curfews, attends school, 
and complies with additional court-ordered conditions. Youth can receive only one deferred 
disposition.95 

 

Option B (Suspended Disposition Alternative) 
Option B applies to youth eligible for a standard range sentence in a JR facility. The court 
suspends the sentence and allows the youth to remain in the community under specified 
conditions instead of serving time.96 

 

Special Sex Offender Disposition Alternative (SSODA) 
SSODA is available to eligible youth who agree to participate in sex-offender treatment. 
Participants must complete required therapy and remain on probation for up to two years.97 
 

Chemical Dependency/Mental Health Disposition Alternative (CDMHDA) 
CDMHDA is a suspended disposition requiring youth to be on probation and engage in inpatient or 
outpatient chemical-dependency or mental-health treatment with community providers.98 
 

 
95 RCW 13.40.127; deferred dispositions cannot be offered to youth referred for alleged sex offenses or violent 
offenses, or if a young person has a criminal history that includes a felony or more than two adjudications. 
96 RCW 13.40.0357 
97 RCW 13.40.162 
98 RCW 13.40.165 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=13.40.127
https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=13.40.0357
https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=13.40.162
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.165
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Diversion as a Set of Legal Pathways 

It is more challenging to define diversion as a set of legal pathways than as a general concept. 
Despite the difficulty, defining juvenile diversion in Washington is essential because it helps court 
staff, community partners, and advocates to communicate consistently and effectively. 

Current state law does not explicitly define diversion. It describes elements related to 
diversion, such as diversion units, screening guidelines, and the conditions that frontline staff can 
include in agreements.99  

The closest legal definition we have for diversion comes from WAPA. They describe juvenile 
diversion as “a statutorily authorized method of handling a minor juvenile offense without 
prosecution in juvenile court. Diversion is essentially a contract or agreement requiring [that] a 
juvenile offender fulfill[s] certain community-based sanctions and conditions, usually in the form 
of community service work, counseling, and restitution.”100 This definition is helpful, but it does 
not fully reflect courts’ current diversion programs or practices.  

 

Defining Diversion in Washington’s Juvenile Courts 

Juvenile courts in Washington state use three diversion pathways: counsel and release, informal 
diversion, and formal diversion. All 33 courts offer counsel and release and formal diversion. 
Seven also offer informal diversion. Chapter 5 provides detailed descriptions of each pathway. 
Here, we summarize core components and differences between diversion types. 
 

Core Components 

 
All diversion pathways share five components. Juvenile courts practice diversion in 
response to a youth’s alleged offense when there is: 

1. A police referral 

2. Probable cause 

3. Prosecutor involvement 

4. A goal of avoiding traditional legal processing 

5. Voluntarily youth participation 

 
99 Units - RCW 13.40.020(13), screening guidelines - RCW 13.40.070, agreements - RCW 13.40.080 
100 Dowell, 2019; original in-text citations: RCW 13.40.080; State v. Ford, 99 Wn. App. 682, 686, 995 P.2d 93 (2000). See, 
RCW 13.40.080(2); and, State v. Michaelson, 124 Wn.2d 364, 365, 878 P.2d 1206 (1994). 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=13.40.020
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.070
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.080
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.080
https://law.justia.com/cases/washington/supreme-court/1999/66210-0-1.html
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.080
https://law.justia.com/cases/washington/supreme-court/1994/61382-6-1.html
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While these core elements are consistent across all three diversion pathways, they can look 
different in practice. For example, informal diversions can originate with official police referrals 
routed through the prosecutor’s office or begin when police share referrals directly with the 
juvenile department. Regardless of the route, all informal diversions start with a police referral 
with probable cause that the youth was involved in criminal activity. 

Another example of how these criteria can vary in practice is initial referral review. In four 
courts—Lewis, Mason, Skamania, and Spokane—the juvenile department takes an active role in 
reviewing police referrals for diversion recommendations. In these courts, prosecutors and 
departments have developed clear roles and understandings for this adapted review process. In 
all other courts, prosecutors review referrals and make diversion recommendations with varying 
levels of department input. 
 

Core Differences 

There are two primary differences between Washington’s diversion pathways: the expectations of 
youth and the potential outcomes if youth do not participate. 

• Counsel and release diversions do not require youth to participate in services or include 
conditions on a diversion agreement. Frontline staff may recommend services or 
resources, but there are no legal consequences if a young person does not follow through. 

• Informal diversions quickly connect youth with services. If a young person does not 
engage, juvenile departments may offer them a formal diversion. 

• Formal diversion required that youth must finish assigned conditions to successfully 
complete their diversion. Failure to do so can result in frontline staff closing the diversion 
out as unsuccessful, which means it is not eligible for later destruction. Departments can 
also move to terminate diversions if youth do not complete their conditions. Courts return 
terminated diversions to the prosecutor, who has the option to file charges. 

 

 Expected 
Participation 

Possible Outcomes for 
Not Participating 

Counsel & Release Voluntary Resources None 

Informal Diversion Engage with Services 
None 

Formal Diversion 

Formal Diversion Complete Conditions 
Unsuccessful Completion 

Charge Filing 
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Defining Diversion Summary 

 Definition or Core Components Examples 

Diversion 
(as a concept) 

Definition: Any alternative response 
that navigates youth away from 
formal prosecution or arrest. 

• Deflection 

• Diversion as a legal 
pathway 

Diversion 
(as a legal pathway) 

Core Components: 
1. A police referral 
2. Probable cause 
3. Prosecutor involvement 
4. A goal of avoiding traditional 

legal processing  
5. Voluntary youth participation 

See core components below 
and Chapter 5. 

• Counsel & release (link) 

• Informal diversion (link) 

• Formal diversion (link) 

Deflection 

Definition: Any response to disruptive 
or harmful behavior that prevents 
youth from being arrested, referred to 
the prosecutor, or connected with 
the juvenile court for an alleged 
criminal offense. 

• School programs 

• Police warnings 

• Dispute resolution centers 

• Violence interrupters 

• Court prevention services 

Disposition 
Alternatives 

Definition: Legal sentencing options 
that keep youth in their communities, 
engaged in appropriate treatment, 
and out of juvenile detention and 
Juvenile Rehabilitation facilities. 

• Deferred prosecution 

• Option B 

• SSODA 

• CDMHDA 
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 Core Components Examples 

Counsel & Release 

Core Component (in addition to 
diversion core components): 

1. Possible connection to 
resources 

2. Expectation: Voluntarily 
connecting with resources 

3. Outcomes: No additional legal 
expectations; no legal 
consequences for not 
connecting with resources 

• Release 

• Warning letters 

• Counsel and release 

Informal Diversion 

Core Component (in addition to 
diversion core components): 

1. Quickly connect youth to 
services 

2. Expectation: Youth engage with 
services 

3. Outcomes: Successful 
completion; youth who do not 
engage may be offered a formal 
diversion or the court may do 
nothing 

• Rapid family therapy 

• See Chapter 5 for a 
detailed list of the 8 
informal diversion 
programs in Washington 
state. 

Formal Diversion 

Core Component (in addition to 
diversion core components): 

1. Expectation: Youth complete 
their diversion agreement 

2. Outcomes: Successful 
completion; youth who do not 
complete their agreement can 
have their diversions closed out 
as unsuccessful or terminated 
(which means the criminal 
referral will be returned to the 
prosecutor for possible filing) 

• See Chapter 5 for more 
about the formal diversion 
process. 

• See Chapter 6 for more 
about diversion 
agreement conditions. 
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CHAPTER 3 | ORGANIZING PRINCIPLES 
 

Six organizing principles for diversion emerged during interviews with court leadership, 
frontline staff, and juvenile prosecutors: 
 

1. Key Goals & Success 

2. Accountability 

3. Rehabilitation & Restorative Justice 

4. Low Contact 

5. Timely Responses 

6. Community Centered

 
This chapter describes each principle and highlights how counties differ in their application. 
Courts vary in which principles they emphasize and how they put them into practice. 

 

 

Key Takeaways 
• All courts share several core goals for diversion: 

o Reducing recidivism and preventing youth from entering the traditional system 

o Reducing the likelihood of later involvement in the adult system 

o Maintaining community safety 

o Connecting young people with needed resources 
 

• Juvenile departments also have specific goals for diversion. Departments with clearly 
defined goals often use data to track progress and make informed adjustments. 

• Accountability emphasizes youth taking responsibility for their behavior and making 
efforts toward meaningful change. 

• Restorative justice approaches focus on repairing harm and strengthening youths’ 
relationships with their communities. Departments vary in how fully they incorporate 
restorative justice frameworks into their diversion work. 

• Most courts use a low-contact approach with diversion youth. Some take a more 
flexible approach, increasing contact for youth with higher needs or for those assessed as 
moderate- or high-risk. 

• Courts consistently value connecting youth with community partners, although 
establishing and sustaining these collaborations can be challenging. Chapter 9 provides a 
detailed overview of community-court partnerships. 
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Goals & Success 

Statewide Agreement 

Goals 
Washington’s juvenile department leaders, frontline staff, and prosecutors share core diversion 
goals. Across all courts, the primary goal of diversion is to reduce recidivism. As one administrator 
summarized, the purpose of diversion is “to have this be the first and last time [youth] ever are in the 
juvenile justice process.” A prosecutor added that the purpose of diversion is to ensure that contact 
with the juvenile system is “brief, impactful, and a one-time experience.” 

 

Juvenile courts also share several other diversion goals: 

• Preventing youth from entering the traditional juvenile legal system 

• Reducing the likelihood of later involvement in the adult system  

• Maintaining community safety 

• Connecting young people with needed resources 

 

 

Success 
Statewide, success has both literal and conceptual meanings. Literally, courts define success as 
youth completing the conditions in their formal diversion agreements or engaging with the 
resources offered through informal diversion. Frontline staff record these outcomes as a 
“successful completion” in local and statewide data systems. We further detail success as a 
legal outcome in Chapter 4. 

Conceptually, court personnel view diversion as successful when it has positive impacts 
on a young person’s life. They believe youth and families experience this form of success by 
participating in activities and treatment, engaging in positive youth development opportunities, 
and connecting with community resources. 

Frontline staff also emphasized that completing diversion is a meaningful accomplishment 
and that young people may feel a sense of pride and confidence when they succeed. As one staff 
member shared, “I can still say they were successful on [the previous diversion] and I don’t want to hold 
it against them if they get a new referral later.” 
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Specific Goals & Outcomes 
 

“We use the ‘my child’ test. When I think of my own child, my goal is not just for them to not 
commit a crime. I’d actually like them to thrive and achieve their full potential.  

I do not want kids to commit new crimes. I’m squarely aligned with the [the law] on that. 
But at the same time, I want more. I want them to get their needs met,  

address any issues that brought them here in the first place,  
and launch them on a positive path so they can realize their full potential.” 

Department Leadership 
 

 
Although Washington juvenile courts share overarching goals—reducing recidivism, preventing 
future involvement in the adult system, enhancing community safety, and addressing youth 
needs—they often differ in their local priorities. Five local goals emerged during our interviews. 

 
Reflect on Behavior 
Juvenile departments want youth to reflect on the behavior associated with their alleged offense. 
Frontline staff discussed how they look for signs that youth feel remorse. Others guide youth to 
examine their role in the incident, their thought process, and what they might do differently in the 
future. Frontline staff may have youth write apology letters or essays explaining the incident. 

 
Change Thinking 
Departments can focus on young people shifting their thinking patterns through skill building, 
cognitive-behavioral coaching, boundary-setting sessions, and worksheets to help them develop 
healthier reactions to anger. Staff and community partners also help youth see themselves and 
their environments differently. They do this by encouraging goal setting, encouraging youth to 
envision a positive future, and exposing them to new contexts through field trips and positive 
youth development opportunities. 

 
Improve Family Relationships 
During interviews, court staff frequently emphasized the importance of improving family 
dynamics and relationships. Although youth are the primary participants in diversion, families 
remain integrally involved throughout the process. They attend initial diversion meetings, often 
support youth as they complete their conditions, and, in some situations, participate in family 
therapy. Courts hope families can strengthen their communication and improve their 
relationships, recognizing that family engagement and health are essential for youth success. 
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Meet Specific Needs 
All juvenile courts share the broad goal of meeting youth needs. Some extend this goal by creating 
target interventions to meet specific unmet needs. For example, courts can develop specialized 
caseloads to match youth with probation counselors who have specific training or experience. 
Departments organize these caseloads around youth needs (such as disability, mental health, or 
system vulnerability), language access, or the nature of the alleged offense (such as sexual-
motivation or substance-related referrals). If available, courts can offer informal diversion options 
to youth experiencing family crises. This response quickly connects youth and family to services. 

In these jurisdictions, departments structure diversion to address the specific needs of 
youth through responsive programming and strong connections with community resources. One 
department leader explained this perspective: “The legal pathway should not drive the response. It’s a 
human response, not a legal response. In this system it is impossible to divorce the two, but that’s our goal 
as much as possible. The legal system is going to do its thing. It’s going to play out. If we can mitigate that, 
that’s the best outcome for that. But our human, clinical, therapeutic, positive youth justice responses, if 
at all possible, should be separate from what the legal system is driving.” 

 
Reduce Racial Inequality in the System 
Departments can also view diversion as a critical moment to address racial and ethnic disparities 
in the legal system. This goal recognizes that minoritized youth can be particularly vulnerable to 
system entrenchment. For example, Kittitas County developed a discretionary diversion 
framework to increase opportunities for youth of color who, it found, had previously been offered 
fewer second and third diversions. Departments also act on this goal by examining their diversion 
data for evidence of racial or ethnic disparities, partnering with culturally responsive community 
programs, and offering unique support to youth of color. 

 
Deter from Future Criminal Behavior 
Court staff and prosecutors who focus on deterrence101 hope that youth’s experience with the 
juvenile legal system will be impactful enough to prevent future criminal behavior. One frontline 
staff member described this goal, saying “We give them a bit of a warning. If you come back through for 
something like this, it’s not going to be light or wherever we were at with this contract. So just keep that in 
mind that it’s going to get rougher as they go along. So hopefully they can learn from their mistakes and not 
make the same mistakes twice.” 

 
101“Deterrence — the crime prevention effects of the threat of punishment—is a theory of choice in which individuals 
balance the benefits and costs of crime.” (NIJ, 2016) 
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Defining, Measuring, & Tracking Goals 

Courts vary in how specifically they define their goals. Some jurisdictions establish specific, 
written objectives, define ways of measuring those goals, and then track data to evaluate their 
processes. In these departments, leaders and staff use data analysis to assess how diversion 
practices and youth outcomes align with the court’s priorities. Identifying misaligned areas helps 
pinpoint where changes need to be made. For example, Pierce County evaluates its diversion 
goals by examining three dimensions of impact: “How much, how well, and who is better off.” 

Other courts have general or abstract goals that are not clearly defined or written. Because 
these goals are abstract, they are often not linked to outcomes measures or data tracking efforts. 
In these jurisdictions, staff assess their work informally, hearing from community members that a 
youth is doing well, observing changes in a young person’s behavior or communication, or 
listening to youth describe what they have learned. These courts also review diversion data, but 
with less specificity. Analysis includes looking at monthly or annual totals, types of alleged 
offenses, and completion rates. 

 Insight into department practices is essential for ongoing court reflection, diversion 
improvement, and public transparency. We further discuss court data environments and 
recommendations for strengthening them in Chapter 11. 
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Accountability 
Court leaders and staff emphasized that accountability is especially important in diversion. 
Through interviews, we identified three main aspects of accountability. 
 

Taking Responsibility 
Staff emphasized that accountability begins with youth taking responsibility for their role in the 
alleged offense. Some expressed that youth who show genuine understanding and remorse are 
less likely to return with new referrals. One staff member explained this rationale: “That’s my real 
contributing factor in whether or not a kid’s going to come back or not, because if they said, ‘I was with 
friends, we spraypainted, that was it,’ then I know they have no remorse in what they are trying to tell me. 
But if I have a kid who is telling me, ‘I was stupid, I don’t know why I did it.’ It’s something you are looking 
for, a little bit of empathy about what you did, a little bit of remorse for what you did rather than making 
excuses. Then I know that this diversion will be easy because then I know that the youth gets the point.” 

Staff also expect youth to take ownership of their diversion agreements. As one staff 
member described, “This is your contract. This isn’t mom’s contract. This isn’t dad’s contract. This isn’t 
grandma’s contract. This is your contract. You are responsible for doing these things. You may reach out 
for help from family, or you can call our office, but this is your responsibility. I think it’s important that they 
are responsible for setting up the means to avoid going to court for whatever happened.” 
 
Changing Behavior 
Staff also associate accountability with long-term behavioral change. They view lasting change as 
a shared effort between youth, department staff, and community partners, when they are 
available. Youth must want to change, and staff and community partners provide the support and 
opportunities to help them do so. One staff member summarized this view: “Accountability is 
making a commitment to do better. That’s where our skill building comes in.”  
 
Accountability to Other Systems 
Staff also described their accountability to other parts of the legal system. They believe that 
holding youth accountable within the juvenile system prepares them for the potential 
consequences of the adult system, which they describe as having stricter expectations and less 
flexibility. Some staff felt responsible for responding appropriately when they design diversion 
expectations, out of respect for the police work that led to the referral. 
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Restorative Justice & Rehabilitation 
Court personnel explained that rehabilitation and restorative justice shape their diversion 
practices. Rehabilitation focuses on addressing the root causes of a young person’s behavior so 
that they reconnect with their community and avoid future offending.102 Restorative justice 
principles ask practitioners to facilitate spaces where youth can “identify needs and repair harm, 
[take] active accountability, center relationships.”103 Restorative justice is also voluntary; young 
people must enter restorative practices with willingness and engagement. 

In general, rehabilitation focuses on the well-being of individual youth, while restorative 
justice offers a broader approach that facilitates repair between youth, harmed parties, and the 
community. Although rehabilitation and restorative justice are distinct concepts that can lead to 
distinct interventions, many court actors use the terms interchangeably. 
 
Five themes related to rehabilitative and restorative justice emerged in our interviews. 
 
Rehabilitation focuses on helping youth address issues contributing to their behavior. 
Staff who emphasize rehabilitation stress the importance of mental health and substance use 
treatment because they believe these services help youth confront underlying issues, heal, and 
make different decisions in the future. Staff also share that addressing these issues benefits the 
community. A staff member summarized this view: “Diversion allows youth to take responsibility for 
the incident, have dignity to get the help that they need so they are restoring themselves, healing 
themselves. It’s also restorative for the community because they are being held accountable and having to 
do things that better themselves, or hopefully come out better, that benefits the community as well.” 
 
Departments vary in how fully they formalize and incorporate restorative justice practices. 
Courts differ in how they formalize and use restorative justice practices. In most departments, the 
umbrella concept of restorative justice is an important, but abstract frame that staff use to think 
about their work. 

A small number of courts implement restorative justice models more fully. For example, 
Clark County frames all court work around restorative justice principles, emphasizing the 
importance of taking victims’ needs seriously and incorporating those needs into its work with 
diversion youth. This does not mean all victims choose to play an active role in diversion, but they 
may participate if they wish. 

The King County Prosecuting Attorney’s Office sends recommended diversions to a 
community-based program that uses a restorative justice model. The program offers harmed 
parties access to services and administers a victim restitution fund. See Victim’s Role for more. 

 
102 LegalClarity Team, 2026b 
103 National Center on Restorative Justice, 2025 
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Although departments generally frame community service as a restorative practice, staff 
across courts understand and use it differently. 

Staff frequently explained that community service gives youth a chance to repair the harm they 
have caused. For some, a youth’s community service hours serve as a repayment or contribution 
that ameliorates the harm linked to their alleged offense. Staff noted that they believe community 
service works best when it allows youth to make direct repairs, such as, a young person repainting 
a fence they graffitied. 

Other departments view community service as a way for youth to build stronger 
connections with the community and with supportive adults. This approach emphasizes creating 
high-quality opportunities that strengthen relationships, rather than treating community service 
as solely a way to repay a debt. See Chapter 6 for more. 
 
Restorative justice can motivate flexible approaches to diversion. 
Departments that use informal diversion or create new diversion strategies often rely on 
restorative justice principles to shape their flexible approaches. Viewing situations through a 
restorative justice lens encourages departments to strengthen connections with community 
partners, respond holistically to issues such as family crises through informal diversion, and 
increase contact with youth when needed to support repair efforts. One department leader 
explained how restorative justice increased department’s flexibility: “For us the journey was about 
restorative justice. About the fact that our role should, at best, contribute to the health of the community, 
and that juvenile crime is harm. So, it changed the structure of our thinking in that we know about the 
harm. The law says we can’t do anything, but [there is nothing to say that] we can’t call them and ask them 
if they want some help.” 
 
It can be challenging to fully apply a restorative justice approach in a legal setting. 
Although diversion occurs outside the traditional adversarial process, it still operates within the 
juvenile court structure. Prosecutors, departments, and defense attorneys often share general 
goals of repairing harm and reducing recidivism, but they can approach these goals differently: 
prosecutors often prioritize accountability, departments can focus on support and services, and 
defense attorneys emphasize limiting their client’s legal exposure. One prosecutor described this 
challenge: “We are trying to rehabilitate a kid through an adversarial process, which can be complicated. 
Prosecutors look at it as, yes accountability is important but how do we make sure the kid is supported to 
meet our end goal, which is that they do not continue to commit crimes.” 

Even with these differences, collaborative approaches can make restorative justice 
programming more feasible within or parallel to the legal system. For example, King County 
Juvenile Court Services report that they have worked with defense attorneys and prosecutors to 
reduce barriers to restorative justice responses and to increase the immediate provision of 
services to youth, through programs such as the FIRS Center. 
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Low Contact 
Juvenile departments aim to provide an appropriate level of contact for youth in diversion. Across 
the state, most staff have a low or variable approach to contacting youth on diversion. 

• In most departments, this means using a low-contact approach for all diversion youth. 

• Some departments adjust contact based on the youth’s risks or needs. 

• A few departments use a high-contact model for all youth in diversion. 
 

Research supports a low contact approach, as it shows low-risk youth do best when they have 
less contact with the traditional criminal legal system.104 Departments use several low-contact 
strategies in their diversion work, including: 

• Meeting with youth once during the initial diversion meeting 

• Connecting youth with community partners 

• Checking in only when youth have not completed their conditions 

• Offering support when youth request it 

• Limiting risk screening 

• Offering counsel and release diversions 
 

Contact on Diversion vs Probation 
Staff describe diversion as distinct from probation because it involves less monitoring and fewer 
enforcement tools. A staff member described these differences: “It’s not supervision. I always tell 
them, ‘You can call me if you want. I’ll remind you of the deadline. The court system is complicated; I can 
help you navigate that. My phone is always on. I’ll take it every time. But if you think I can come by your 
house and take you away, I can’t do that.’ If they leave without permission, I can’t file a violation. There is 
nothing to violate. The only thing to violate is not having the conditions completed by the deadline.” Staff 
emphasize these differences because probation counselors can file probation violations with the 
court, which can result in detention. Staff do not have the same option for diversion. 

Many staff also view diversion as a brief experience youth are responsible for completing 
on their own. One department leader described this approach, saying “We try to stay hands off, 
because that’s kind of the point too. The more fingers you have the more they say kids can get entrenched 
in your system. There’s no one to check in with. It’s on you. I’ve given you a copy. You’ve agreed to it. Get it 
done.” Through this perspective, staff see diversion as a chance for youth to build independence 
and follow through on their commitments. Limited contact facilitates that opportunity. In 
contrast, staff share that probation supervision gives them more time to build rapport with the 

 
104 Gatti et al., 2009; Lowenkamp et al., 2026; Motz et al., 2019; Nagin et al., 2009; Sperber et al., 2013 
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youth and develop their skills over a longer period, making a high-contact approach more 
appropriate from their perspective. 

 

Community Connections 
Departments can also practice low-contact approaches by connecting youth with community 
partners. One leader explained, “All of my staff are well versed on the impacts of the system, the 
dangers of pulling kids in. We have a low-risk caseload on probation that is intentionally large, low contact, 
as soon as you get your stuff done, we cut you loose. So [staff] have already been socialized around the 
fact that you can be relational, you can case manage, but you really need to be tied into the community, 
out in the community, maybe coaching and supporting, but really being vigilant about not increasing their 
involvement. Constantly looking to the community ties that can pick up this ball and run with it.”  

Staff who rely on community partners stress the importance of linking youth and families 
to ongoing, stable support outside the court. They see these partners as better positioned to meet 
youth needs in culturally responsive ways and less likely to increase unnecessary system contact. 
In this approach, low contact does not necessarily translate to low support—departments rely on 
community partners to serve youth instead of stepping in themselves. 

 

Assumptions about Risk Profiles 
One common assumption is that diversion youth are all low risk. If we assume all youth in 
diversion are low-risk—and low-risk youth benefit most from minimal involvement with the legal 
system—then diversion should involve only limited contact with juvenile departments for all 
participating youth. 

In reality, not all youth in diversion are low risk. Departments can (and do) enroll diversion 
youth in programs designed for moderate- and high-risk youth. To gain access to these programs, 
departments assess youths’ risk profiles and find that some diversion youth score as moderate or 
high risk. Additionally, some courts regularly or frequently offer discretionary diversions to youth 
with second or third referrals. Because risk scores are determined by a combination of a youth’s 
criminal and social history, youth with multiple referrals will likely score moderate or high risk.  

Youth participating in their first informal or mandatory diversion may be more likely to be 
low risk, because it is their first criminal referral. See Chapter 11 for more. 

At present, we are unable to describe the risk profiles of Washington’s diversion youth in a 
comprehensive way. This is due to the fact that departments currently have a wide range of 
approaches to risk screening in diversion: many departments do not screen for risk at all, courts 
with Coordination of Services programming risk screen to provide access to the program, and 
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some courts complete risk assessments for youth receiving a second or third diversion. Many 
courts do not screen diversion youth as a matter of practice. 

Accurately assessing a youth’s risk level is essential, as research shows that moderate- 
and high-risk youth benefit most from well-designed programs that align with their risk level and 
needs, and from increased levels of supportive contact.105 

 

Variable Contact 

Departments are legally allowed to vary the amount of contact they have with youth in diversion. 
Some courts increase contact when youth score as moderate- or high-risk on a risk screener. For 
these young people, staff may meet with youth weekly to build skills, connect them with 
evidence-based programs, or simply check in. Departments can also use specialized caseloads. 
In these models, staff work closely with youth at higher risk of system entrenchment, have 
complex mental health or substance use needs, or have sexually motivated alleged offenses. 
 

High Contact 

A small number of departments use high-frequency contact for all youth in diversion. In these 
departments, youth check in weekly with staff as part of their diversion agreements. Staff in these 
courts believe that regular contact helps youth stay on track and meet the behavioral 
expectations in their agreements. They see frequent check-ins as a way to give young people more 
hands-on support so they can successfully complete diversion. 
 

High Needs, Low Contact, & Reduced Diversion Opportunities 

A consistent theme emerged from our interviews: some staff believe certain youth have needs the 
department cannot meet through diversion, often due to limited access to services or concerns 
about providing sufficient supervision. Departments that always use a low-contact diversion 
model are more likely to return a recommended diversion to the prosecutor when staff believe the 
youth requires more supervision or access to services. Once returned, prosecutors report often 
filing charges in court, thus bringing youth back into the traditional legal process. 

One frontline staff shared this thinking: “The prosecutor will be referring things, dropping 
charges down, or referring and giving them chance after chance. Sometimes it doesn’t work that way. 
They’re not getting it. They think that they can opt out of the community work service hours, but the one 
thing I can’t do is take urine analyses from the Juvenile Probation Officer, or have you guys come into my 
school, or all the other things.  

 
105 Lipsey et al., 2010; see Research & Resource Companion for High-Risk Youth and Challenging Cases Bench Cards 

https://csgjusticecenter.org/publications/research-juvenile-justice-cheat-sheet/
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“And that’s why I sometimes think the kids need more services, more of [the juvenile department] 
involved. Because once I see a diversion kid and they’re gone, I don't really see that kid unless they 
[participate in Coordination of Services]. But other than that, I don’t really see these kids or have contact. 
And after a while it’s slipped their mind and they forget about it. And if the parents call us—we tacitly 
discourage that—this kid is not on my caseload, I am not supervising them, there’s no diversion violation, 
there’s no court date. We’re waiting to the end of the contract to see if they pass or fail.” 
 

Types of Court Contact 

In interviews, staff wondered if the type of contact also mattered. The juvenile legal system can 
involve many kinds of formal, high-stakes interactions, such as arrest, detention screening, 
probation meetings, and court appearances before judges and prosecutors. These interactions 
carry potential legal consequences, including arrest records, time in detention, criminal 
conviction, or time in Juvenile Rehabilitation. 

However, in diversion, frontline staff often interact with young people in less formal ways 
that do not have the same legal consequences. They meet with youth and families in department 
offices, volunteer with them at community service sites, or hold skill-building sessions in 
community spaces such as coffee shops. Many staff have social work training and use 
motivational interviewing techniques. These approaches can have a different impact on youth 
than the formal and legally consequential interactions listed above.106 

It is important to note that even when staff focus on supportive engagement, the power of 
the court system can still shape these interactions. The relationship between youth and staff 
remains inside of the legal system, and institutional hierarchy does not disappear because a staff 
member uses a friendly or informal style. Youth may feel stigma or develop negative beliefs about 
themselves simply because they are involved in the criminal legal system.107 Punitive, harsh, or 
dismissive interactions can deepen these feelings.108 

 

 

 

 

 
106 Malvaso et al., 2024 
107 Mahoney, 1974 
108 Granot & Tyler, 2019 
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Timely Responses 
Juvenile courts agree that diversion should occur quickly after the initial incident. Timely diversion 
is a value shared by all juvenile departments. One frontline staff member described timely case 
processing as central to effectively working with system-involved youth: “Case processing is a huge 
component of addressing behavior and a huge foundation of what we’ve done over 20 years to look at 
juvenile offenses differently.” State law reflects this view: “Such agreements shall be entered into as 
expeditiously as possible.” 109  

 

Timely diversion responses matter: 

• Young people tend to discount events that happen far in the future. 
Developmentally, they respond best when consequences follow soon after a 
behavior occurs.110 

• Youth may have unmet needs that contributed to their alleged offense. For 
example, many Assault 4-DV referrals stem from family crises. Timely responses 
allow departments to connect youth and families with services when they will 
have the greatest impact. 

• Timely responses reduce youths’ exposure to the criminal legal system by 
helping them resolve their obligations quickly. Youth can disconnect from 
system involvement soon after the incident when diversion is offered quickly. 

 

In interviews, prosecutors and department staff identified several common reasons for possible 
delays: backlogs or inconsistent diversion recommendations from the prosecutor’s office, 
difficulty getting in touch with the youth or family, or delays within the defense attorney’s office (if 
a youth seeks out counsel). No department reported internal business practices or staffing issues 
that significantly slow their diversion processes.  

Some courts face serious timeliness challenges stemming from prosecutor practices, 
creating uneven diversion practices across jurisdictions. This issue is significant. It is one of the 
main drivers of differences in diversion practices across Washington.111 

Although timeliness varies across jurisdictions, researchers observed that juvenile 
departments and prosecutors’ offices statewide consistently value quickly connecting youth with 
diversion. This shared value may create an opportunity to address and resolve this problem. 

 
109 RCW 13.40.080(1) 
110 Barnoski, 1997; Bol, 1995; Butts et al., 2010 
111 Chapter 11 provides a detailed discussion of referral backlogs and inconsistent flows, including their causes, 
impacts on youth and diversion programs, courts’ responses, and recommendations for improvement. 
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Community Connections 
Courts value connecting youth with their communities. The Legislature echoes this principle, by 
making it clear that they believe the juvenile legal system is best when it supports community 
involvement: “The legislature finds that meaningful community involvement is vital to the juvenile 
justice system's ability to respond to the serious problem of juvenile crime. Citizens and crime 
victims need to be active partners in responding to crime, in the management of resources, and in 
the disposition decisions regarding juvenile offenders in their community. Involvement of citizens 
and crime victims increase offender accountability and build healthier communities, which will 
reduce recidivism and crime rates in Washington state.”112 

 Chapter 9 provides an in-depth analysis of community-court partnerships, outlining their 
benefits, identifying key partner organizations, and summarizing perspectives from both courts 
and community organizations. The chapter highlights three factors essential to effective 
collaboration: stability and trust, adequate funding, and consistent referral patterns. Below, we 
summarize key takeaways from Chapter 9. 
 

Courts value strong community partnerships because community organizations… 

• Deliver services and support outside the criminal legal system, reducing youths’ 
exposure and system involvement. 

• Provide culturally-responsive programming and often reflect the cultural 
backgrounds and lived experiences of the youth they serve. 

• Maintain relationships with youth beyond the limited diversion timeframe, 
strengthening long-term community connections and reducing reliance on 
juvenile departments. 

• Engage youth in non-institutional environments, avoiding the formal hierarchies 
present in legal settings. 

• Offer restorative justice services, positive youth development opportunities, and 
mentoring that juvenile departments may not be able to provide. 

 

 

Although these partnerships offer clear benefits, departments can face ongoing challenges 
establishing, coordinating, and sustaining them. As noted in Chapter 9, the most prominent 
barriers are limited dedicated funding for diversion programming and a limited number of 
community partners in rural or under-resourced counties. 

 
112 RCW 13.40.500 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.500
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Organizing Principles Summary 

 Key Elements 

Goals 

Shared by all courts: Reduce recidivism; preventing youth from entering 
the traditional juvenile legal system; reducing the likelihood of later 
involvement in the adult system; maintaining community safety; 
connecting youth people with needed resources 
 
Specific goals by that vary by court: Reflect on behavior; change 
thinking; improve family relationships; meet specific needs; reduce 
racial inequality in the system; deter from future criminal behavior 

Success Complete most or all diversion expectations or conditions 

Accountability Three themes: taking responsibility; changing behavior; accountability to 
other systems 

Restorative Justice 
& Rehabilitation 

Five themes: 1) Youth addressing issues contributing to their behavior; 
2) departments vary in how they formalize and incorporate restorative 
justice; 3) depts. view community service as a restorative practice, staff 
across courts understand and use it differently; 4) motivate courts’ 
flexible approach to diversion; 5) challenging to fully apply a restorative 
justice approach in a legal setting. 

Low Contact 
Most courts have a low-contact approach (via one diversion meeting, 
community partners, limited check ins, limited risk screening, counsel 
and release); others have variable contact or high contact approaches 

Timely Responses 

Important for effective diversion and service connections 
Common delay reasons: backlogs or inconsistent diversion 
recommendations from the prosecutor’s office, difficulty getting in 
touch with the youth or family, or delays with defense attorneys 

Community 
Connections 

Importance: delivering services and support outside of the legal system; 
culturally-responsive programming; maintaining connections after 
diversion is completed; non-institutional environment; providing 
restorative justice services, positive youth development, and mentoring 
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CHAPTER 4 | THE DIVERSION PROCESS 
 

Diversions in Washington commonly follow a 5-step process: 
1. Police Referral 
2. Prosecutor Review & Recommendation 
3. Juvenile Department Selection & Offer 
4. Youth Accepts & Completes Diversion 
5. Record Destruction 

There are also notable exceptions at each step, although courts report that these are rare.  
In this chapter, we detail these steps and exceptions. 

 

Key Takeaways 
 

• All diversions generally follow the same process. Court-specific practices may 
deviate slightly from this process, but the core components remain. 
 

• In Washington state, prosecutors determine which referrals are diverted. Some 
courts have working relationships between the prosecutor’s office and the juvenile 
department, and these decisions are made collaboratively. In a small number of courts, 
prosecutors department staff are delegated to make diversion review decisions. 
 

• There are exceptions at each stage. Courts report exceptions rarely occur. 
o Arrest/Detention (Step 1) | Some youth are arrested and detained before diversion. 

o Post-Filing Diversion (Step 2) | Charges are filed before a diversion is offered. 

o Department Returns Recommendation (Step 3) | Department does not accept a 
recommendation and returns it to the prosecutor for review. 

o Youth Opt into Court (Step 4) | Referrals are returned to prosecutor for review. 
 

• Key roles in diversion… 
o Always Involved | youth participate, department staff coordinate and supervise, 

and prosecutors recommend diversion 

o Often Involved | families support youth, community partners provide services 

o Rarely Involved | Defense attorneys meet with youth, judges oversee terminations 
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Overview 
The three diversion pathways commonly follow the same process:  

1. Police create a referral that documents a youth’s alleged criminal behavior and submit that 
referral to the prosecutor’s office. 

2. Prosecutors review the referral and recommend that the department offers a diversion. 

3. Department staff select the type of diversion to offer and then contact the young person 
and their family to explain diversion and offer the opportunity. 

4. Youth voluntarily participate in and complete their diversion expectations or requirements. 

5. Youth become eligible to have their records destroyed. 
 

 
 

As always, there are exceptions to this general process, which we describe throughout the 
chapter (see also the detailed flow chart on the next page). The formal diversion section includes 
detailed explanations of police referrals, prosecutor review, and record destruction. 
 

Roles | Diversions primarily involve direct contact between youth, frontline staff, and 
community partners. Prosecutors participate early in the process, particularly when they 
help design programs or make diversion recommendations. Defense attorneys participate 
only if youth seek out counsel. Judges rarely take part because most diversions occur 
before courts file charges. See Chapter 7 for more on attorneys, judges, and parents. 
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Common Juvenile Diversion Pathways in Washington State113 
 

 
113 See linked sections for exceptions to this process: King County Prosecuting Attorney’s Office unique diversion 
program; post-filing diversions; arrest, screen & release, or detention 
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Step 1 | Police Referrals 
 

 
 

All juvenile court diversions start with a criminal police referral, often referred to as a police 
report. In most situations, it is easy to picture how these referrals are initiated: a neighbor reports 
suspicious activity in a park, a parent contacts law enforcement during a domestic incident, or an 
officer observes alleged criminal behavior in the community. 

Frontline staff report that many referrals stem from incidents occurring in schools. In these 
situations, a school resource officer (SRO) may submit a referral directly to the prosecutor’s 
office. In Washington, SROs are legally classified as law enforcement officers114 and their referrals 
are treated the same as other police referrals. In schools without SROs, school personnel must 
contact local law enforcement if they wish to initiate a referral to the prosecutor. 

 

Why it Matters 

Alleged criminal incidents can occur anywhere—at home, in businesses, at school, or in the 
broader community. Regardless of where the incident takes place, courts and prosecutors rely on 
an official police referral before responding. Juvenile court services do not use diversion to 
address concerns raised directly by school staff, community members, or relatives when no 
police referral has been made. 

In nearly all situations, police referrals formally document allegations of law-violating 
behavior. A small number of courts offer youth and families voluntary prevention services when 
police or school officials raise concerns about youth engaged in risky or potentially criminal 
situations (see Appendix C). 

Criminal police referrals also help distinguish the informal and formal diversion activities 
of juvenile courts from their other responsibilities, such as supporting at-risk youth, addressing 
truancy, or working with youth in the dependency system. These responses function as a form of 
deflection (not diversion).

 
114 HB 1216, Section 12 (4) 

https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2019-20/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/1216-S2.SL.pdf?q=20260710122359
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Notable Exception | Arrest, Screen & Release, or Detention 

 

 
 

Some youth are arrested by police before a juvenile department offers diversion. Police alone 
decide whether to arrest a youth, and those decisions happen outside the control of the juvenile 
department. Courts across Washington report that arrest before diversion is relatively 
uncommon, but when they do occur, they are commonly related to Assault 4-DV family crises. 

After an arrest, police may release the youth or take them to a local detention facility. 
Juvenile departments have more influence over who is detained. Detention decisions depend on 
local screening criteria, the type of alleged offense (some facilities do not detain youth for 
misdemeanors), safety concerns, available space, and logistical challenges.115 Some facilities 
fingerprint youth on entry, and those fingerprints are often sent to the Washington State Patrol. 
Youth can spend a few hours at a detention center if they are screened and released. If admitted, 
youth can be held for up to several days, especially if they are arrested before the weekend and 
thus must wait until Monday for a detention hearing. 

Youth admitted to detention will then appear before a judge for an arraignment hearing. 
Frontline staff report that they try to speed up arraignment hearings for youth who qualify for 
mandatory or discretionary diversion. After the hearing, youth are often released to a parent or 
guardian.116 Prosecutors can make a recommendation for diversion during an arraignment 
hearing. In these situations, frontline staff may meet with youth and families immediately 
afterward to explain diversion and move forward, if the youth chooses to participate.

 
115 Detaining youth in rural jurisdictions often requires significant coordination and time. Less populated counties 
often contract out their juvenile detention services to larger counties or regional centers, which are usually several 
hours away. If youth are arrested, detaining them may require a full day of coordinating and driving the youth to a 
facility; they would also need to be picked up and returned to the county shortly after for their arraignment hearing. 
Because of these logistical complications, frontline staff report youth are rarely detained on arrest. 
116 In some situations, parents or guardians may refuse to pick up their children after they are released from 
detention. When this happens, youth may stay in detention for longer because it is not safe to release them to the 
community without adult supervision. 
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Step 2 | Prosecutor Review & Recommendation 
 

 
 

The second step in the diversion process is prosecutorial review. After receiving a police referral, 
the prosecutor evaluates the report and determines whether to take no action, recommend 
diversion, or file criminal charges. 

This decision is based on whether there is probable cause to believe the youth committed 
the alleged offense. If probable cause is lacking, the prosecutor is legally expected to take no 
action. If probable cause exists, the prosecutor reviews the referral and information about a 
youth’s background (if available) to decide whether to recommend diversion or file charges. 

A prosecutor’s recommendation is simply that a youth receive a diversion. Juvenile 
departments decide the type of diversion they would like to offer the youth. 

Prosecutors vary in how they review a youth’s background. Approaches include accessing 
the youth’s information directly in the statewide system, receiving a summary of prior referrals, 
cases, and, when available, previous diversion outcomes from the juvenile department, or relying 
on the juvenile department’s recommendation. 

 

Mandatory Diversion Criteria 

Juvenile courts are legally required to offer youth a diversion for their first eligible misdemeanor or 
gross misdemeanor criminal referral. When probable cause exists, state law states that “the 
prosecutor shall divert the case if the alleged offense is a misdemeanor or gross misdemeanor or 
violation and the alleged offense is the offender’s first offense or violation.”117 Certain sex 
offenses and most violent offenses are not eligible under current law.118 Prosecutors report that 
the rules for mandatory diversion are clear. 

 

 
117 RCW 13.40.070(6) 
118 Exclusions are outlined in RCW 13.40.070(5) and defined in RCW 9.94A.030(47) for sex offenses and RCW 
9.94A.030(58) for violent offenses. Additional offense category guidelines are outlined in RCW 13.40.070(7). 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.070
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.070
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=9.94A.030
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=9.94A.030
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.070
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Discretionary Diversion Criteria 

Prosecutors can recommend additional diversions after a youth has received their mandatory 
diversion. In this report, we refer to these instances as discretionary diversions. The number of 
discretionary diversions prosecutors recommend to each youth varies widely across the 
state. Here we outline the primary factors that prosecutors consider when considering whether to 
recommend a discretionary diversion. The Discretionary Diversion chapter describes how these 
practices differ across courts that rarely, regularly, or frequently offer discretionary diversions. 
 

 

Prosecutors consider several factors when making diversion recommendations: 

• Criminal History | the total number, seriousness, and recency of referrals119 

• Escalation | whether alleged offenses are becoming more serious or frequent 

• Seriousness | some courts do not divert felony or sex offenses 

• Victim Input | whether harmed parties are supportive of diversion 

• Background Information | court’s familiarity with the youth through prior contacts 

• Prior Diversions | the number and success of the youth’s past diversions 

 

Prosecutors and juvenile departments state that they often collaborate when making 
discretionary diversion recommendations. This can look like prosecutors requesting a 
department’s opinion about the appropriateness of recommending a second or third diversion. In 
these situations, prosecutors rely on the department’s prior experience with the youth and their 
awareness of the youth’s situation. Other prosecutors review background information provided by 
the department but describe their final decisions as independent. 

 

Juvenile Prosecutor & Department Alignment on Discretionary Diversion 
We find that juvenile prosecutors and juvenile departments often agree on discretionary diversion 
recommendations. Interviewees stated this directly, and researchers observed consistent 
alignment across prosecutor and staff interviews. 

However, some courts have weaker alignment between the prosecutor and the juvenile 
department. Two juvenile departments felt prosecutors recommended diversion too frequently, 
given the seriousness of the charges or the level of support the youth required. One department 

 
119 RCW 13.40.080(8) 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.080
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returned discretionary diversion recommendations to the prosecutor if they felt the 
recommendations were inappropriate. The other court accepted the prosecutor’s 
recommendation and offered these diversion opportunities to youth. 

In another court, the prosecutor expressed that they would like to recommend more 
discretionary diversions but believed the juvenile department rarely accepted them. Prior policies 
restricted discretionary diversion, and the new prosecutor was building trust with the department. 

Several departments wished their prosecutor would recommend discretionary diversion 
more frequently. In these jurisdictions, prosecutors and departments hold different views on the 
purpose of diversion. These departments generally support the approach described in the 
Frequent Discretionary Diversion section, noting that youth development research indicates 
young people may need multiple opportunities to develop skills or learn lessons. These 
departments also felt well-equipped to meet youths’ needs through diversion and without formal 
court involvement. 

Prosecutors in less-aligned courts tend to emphasize accountability, expressing concern 
that diversion lacks sufficient consequence and asserting the traditional court process may be 
less harmful now that youth can routinely seal their records. 

Ultimately, prosecutors make final diversion recommendations in most courts. 

 

Department Referral Review 

It is possible for probation counselors to review misdemeanor and gross misdemeanor referral for 
probable cause, determine diversion eligibility, and make diversion recommendation. This 
arrangement requires coordination between the prosecutor’s office and the juvenile department 
and notification or the arrangement to the county clerk.120 If court staff have questions about 
probable cause, the accuracy of police offense categorization, or concerns about the referral, 
they coordinate additional review with their prosecutor’s office. 

 Four counties currently operate using this model: Lewis, Mason, Skamania, Spokane 
counties. Lewis and Mason rarely offer discretionary diversions, whereas second and sometimes 
third diversions are common in Skamania and Spokane (see Chapter 8). Because Mason and 
Lewis focus on mandatory diversions, the diversion eligibly criteria are straightforward—a 
misdemeanor or gross misdemeanor alleged offense and no prior referrals to the court. Skamania 
reviews referrals for the nature of the offense, patterns of escalation, and previous diversion 
completion. Spokane’s process is similar, however the prosecutor reviews potential third 
diversions. 

 
120 RCW 13.40.090 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.090
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Notable Exception | Post-filing Diversion 

Some youth enter diversion after prosecutors file charges. All courts report that post-filing 
diversions are rare. Post-filing diversions are almost always formal diversions. To be clear, the 
vast majority of diversions happen “pre-filing.”121 While post-filing diversions are legally possible 
and do occur, they are an anomaly and not a standard practice in any Washington juvenile court. 

Based on interview themes, prosecutors do not use post-filing diversion as a regular legal 
tool. Instead, these diversions reflect actors in the system responding to changing circumstances 
or additional information. In many situations, post-filing diversion aligns with what the youth, their 
attorney, the prosecutor, and the juvenile department believe is the most appropriate and 
constructive outcome. 

 

 

 

Youth Reconsider Diversion 
Courts report that most post-filing diversions occur after a young person has opted into traditional 
court (see Step 4). In these situations, the prosecutor recommends diversion, and the juvenile 
department selects the type and offers it to the young person. However, the young person then 
“refuses” the offer. Prosecutors report filing charges in nearly all of these situations. After charges 
are filed, the prosecutor, youth, and their attorney appear before a judge for a hearing. 
Department staff are often present at these hearings. 

 Department staff report that many young people decide that they would like to accept the 
original diversion offer after discussing diversion with their defense attorney. Frontline staff say 
that youth often change their minds after learning more about the legal benefits of diversion from 
their attorney or after becoming more engaged in the process once they have received an official 
court summons. 

 
121 Many people use the term “pre-filing” diversion to discuss juvenile diversion in Washington state. We assert this 
term is unnecessary, as the vast majority of diversions occur without prosecutors filing charges. Additionally, it is 
conceptually important to maintain diversion as a process that occurs largely outside the traditional legal system. 
Filing charges and then diverting youth can mean young people are at increased legal exposure and can be required 
to appear in court and before a judge. As a legal pathway, diversion is designed to reduce such exposure. 
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All courts report they allow and support youth accepting diversion at this later stage. 

 

 
 

Additional Information Becomes Available 
Sometimes new facts or context emerge after the prosecutor has filed charges. Updated police 
reports, conversations with the youth or family, or information from schools may reveal details 
that make court actors believe diversion would be more appropriate than traditional case 
processing. When this happens, frontline staff, prosecutors, or defense attorneys may 
recommend diversion. 

This process is less common than post-filing diversions after a youth opts into court. 

 

Plea Bargaining 
In some situations, post-filing diversions result from plea negotiations between the prosecutor 
and the defense attorney after charges have been filed. This was the least discussed reason 
for post-filing diversion. 

 

Other Aspects of Post-Filing Diversions 
When discussing post-filing diversions, prosecutors shared that they frequently keep the case 
open while youth complete their diversion agreement. After a young person successfully 
completes their diversion, the prosecutor dismisses the filed charges. When the diversion later 
becomes eligible for destruction, frontline staff report that they also destroy the documents 
associated with the filed charges. 

Although the post-filing path to diversion is usual, these diversions proceed through the 
same next three steps—juvenile department selection and offer, a young person accepts and 
completes diversion, and record destruction (if eligible)—discussed in this chapter. 
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Step 3 | Juvenile Department Selection & Offer 
 

 
 
Juvenile departments have the option to accept or “reject” a diversion recommendation from the 
prosecutor.122 All departments report that they accept the majority of recommended diversions. 

After a department accepts a diversion, it determines which diversion pathway to offer a 
young person: a counsel and release, an informal diversion, or a formal diversion. All courts offer 
counsel and release and formal diversions. Seven courts have informal diversion programs. Each 
diversion pathway has specific requirements, which we detail in Chapter 5. Departments 
determine which pathway to offer based on the alleged offense, a youth’s situation, and the 
department’s prior experiences with a young person. 

 

 
Generally, juvenile departments offer: 

• Counsel and release diversions if the situation is very minor, the situation has 
been addressed through other means, or the young person is very young. 

o Most courts offer counsel and release diversions only rarely. 

• Informal diversion if a young person is experiencing a family crisis or if they are a 
“referred” youth.123 

o Seven out of 33 juvenile courts have informal diversion programs. Within 
these courts 1) informal diversions are offered to eligible youth and 2) 
informal diversions are more common than counsel and releases, but less 
common than formal diversions. 

• Formal diversions to most youth recommended for diversion. Prosecutors 
screen for eligibility when they review referrals, in the previous step. The vast 
majority of alleged offenses are eligible for diversion. 

o Formal diversion is the most offered diversion pathway. 

 
122 RCW 13.40.080(13); RCW 13.40.070(5); we discuss rejected diversion recommendations at the end of the section. 
123 “Referred youth” is a legal pathway that allows police and juvenile courts to provide diversion services to youth 
with alleged criminal offenses without the formality of an official police referral. Chapter 5 describes this pathway. 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.080
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.070
Referred_Youth#_
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Initial Contact 

After departments select the type of diversion to offer youth, staff contact the youth and their 
family to begin the process. The vast majority of diversions124 begin with juvenile departments 
sending a letter that officially offers the youth a diversion, provides an overview of the process, 
and seeks to schedule an initial diversion meeting. Staff report that it can be difficult to make 
contact with youth and families. In these situations, the department returns referrals to the 
prosecutor. We detail this process at the end of this section. 

Before initial meetings, staff report gathering additional information about the youth, such 
as criminal history, school engagement, home environment, mental health, and concerns raised 
by adults, by speaking with parents or school staff and reviewing local and statewide databases. 

Counsel and release diversions have only one diversion meeting. For informal and formal 
diversions, the total number of diversion meetings varies between courts, and sometimes 
between youth within the same court. Regardless, all diversions (other than releases via warning 
letters) involve an initial diversion meeting. In many courts, initial meetings are the only in-person 
contact youth have with court staff.  
 

Initial Meetings 

 
Initial diversion meetings are typically in-person, lasting one hour, and include: 

• Frontline staff, the youth, and a parent, guardian, or supportive adult. 

• Staff explanations about: 

o What diversion is 

o How it differs from traditional court processing  

o How it affects a young person’s criminal history  

o Diversion participation requirements 

• An advice of regarding the youth’s right to meet with an attorney and their rights 
during the diversion process 

• Development of a diversion agreement 

 
124 There are a few exceptions to this initial letter and meeting request. Juvenile departments can send warning letters 
(a type of counsel and release) that does not require a young person to meet with department staff (see details in 
Chapter 5). If a young person is arrested, screened & released, or detained, juvenile department staff may be able to 
discuss diversion in person with the youth and family, negating the need for the department to mail a letter. Finally, 
post-file diversions may be recommended, offered, and accepted during in-person court hearings, also negating the 
need for mailed letters. 
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Gathering Information about Youth 
Staff also use the initial meeting to gather additional information from the youth and their family. 
They ask about the circumstances surrounding the incident, as well as the youth’s unmet needs 
and risk of reoffending. This information informs diversion agreements and staff impressions of 
young people. 
 
Risk-Needs 
Staff report that they seek to understand youth through a risk-needs lens. Many staff do this in an 
unstructured way, by discussing home life, mental health, substance use, school engagement, 
relationships with family and peers, and involvement in positive activities. Although these staff do 
not use a formal risk-evaluation tool, they explain that their questions are often shaped by the 
principles behind such tools. 

In a smaller number of juvenile departments, staff complete formal risk screeners during 
the initial meeting. The pre-screen is most frequently used to determine eligibility for an evidence-
based program called Coordination of Services. 

The use of risk evaluation tools varies widely across departments. We provide a detailed 
overview of these practices in Chapter 11. 
 
Impressions 
Staff also form early impressions of each youth, which influence their assessment of the youth’s 
likelihood of success in diversion and the conditions that they include in the diversion agreement. 
Many staff look for signs that the youth expresses remorse and takes responsibility for the 
incident, and they pay attention to how parents or caregivers respond. As one staff member 
explained, “You know pretty much the minute they come in the door when you meet with youth [if they are 
going to succeed on diversion] because of how seriously the parents take it, if they are blaming others, 
blaming victims, stuff like that, and whether or not parents handled it quite swiftly at home.” 
 
Additional Information 
Initial meetings can also reveal other information about the offense, the youth’s circumstances, 
or the youth’s capacity to participate in diversion. Some youth share details not included in the 
police report.125 If a youth disputes their involvement in the alleged incident, staff remind them of 

 
125 Several frontline staff and department leaders reported that youth sometimes share additional information during 
their initial diversion meeting—details not disclosed to police. In some situations, this information is significant 
enough to raise doubts about the youth’s involvement in the incident, and therefore about the probable cause 
underlying the referral. Staff and leaders believe these in-office disclosures are an unintended consequence of recent 
legal changes. 

In 2022, the Youth Access to Counsel (YAC) program was launched. The YAC line provides “youth with 
attorney consultations when required by RCW 13.40.740. Under the law, youth have the right to consult with an 
attorney during many phases of criminal investigations, including prior to custodial interrogations. The Youth Access 
to Counsel is a 24/7 phone consultation program that serves youth statewide.” 
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their right to consult an attorney (see Youth Opt into Court). Staff may also identify additional 
needs. If they believe the youth’s needs exceed what diversion can provide, the juvenile 
department may return the referral to the prosecutor. 
 

Diversion Agreements 

Information gathered during the initial meeting informs diversion agreements. All diversions have 

agreements, which outline the juvenile court’s expectations of youth during the diversion period 
and what will happen if a young person does not fulfill the court’s expectations. 

 Diversion agreements for counsel and release and informal diversions are relatively 

simple. Because youth are not expected to engage in services for counsel and release diversions, 
the agreement documents that the counsel and release was offered and accepted by the youth. 

Informal diversion agreements vary by program and outline specific expectations and potential 
consequences. Chapter 5 details expectations and consequences for both diversion pathways. 

 Agreements for formal diversions are more complex. They are shaped by a juvenile 

department’s available programming, resources, and staff assessment of the youth. We also 
outline these agreements in Chapter 5. Chapter 6 focuses on the conditions courts can include in 

formal diversion agreements. 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
125 Continued Anecdotally, courts report that, in response to the YAC requirements, police now gather less information 
directly from youth, and some referrals do not adequately or accurately document the youth’s involvement in the 
alleged offense. Additional details about the YAC program are available on the Washington State Office of Public 
Defense webpage. 

https://opd.wa.gov/youth-access-counsel-0
https://opd.wa.gov/youth-access-counsel-0
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Notable Exception | Returned to the Prosecutor’s Office (“Rejected”) 

 

 
 

Diversion law is clear – juvenile court services have the authority to accept or return a 
prosecutor’s diversion recommendation.126 Juvenile departments report that they accept most 
recommendations but do return referrals to the prosecutor for the reasons outlined in this 
section. Returning a referral is a discretionary decision made by department staff and leadership. 
Once a referral is returned, the prosecutor decides whether to file charges or take no action on 
the referral. 

The two most common reasons staff return recommendations are difficulty contacting the 
youth and family, and concerns that the youth’s needs are too great for diversion. 

 
Unable to Contact 
Sometimes it is difficult for staff to get in touch with youth and families. Police referrals 
sometimes include outdated or inaccurate information, and if time has passed since the incident, 
youth may have changed address or phone number. Some courts believe families do not respond 
because diversion can be confusing or because they hope the issue will disappear if ignored. 

Staff report making extensive efforts to contact families. They call multiple times, send 
repeated letters, ask school staff for updated contact information, and sometimes try to speak 
with youth at school. One department leader also noted that some families may hesitate to 
contact the juvenile department because of concerns about immigration enforcement. 

 
Youth Needs Greater than Diversion Can Address 
Some departments feel diversion is not suitable for youth with more complex needs or situations. 
Staff often view diversion as better suited for youth with lower needs, stronger supports, and 
fewer risk factors. These impressions may come from previous interactions with the youth in civil 

 
126 RCW 13.40.080(13) 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.080
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court programs, knowledge of families in small communities, or the youth’s past diversion 
experiences. Staff most often described two concerns: 

1. Significant Service Needs | Staff may believe a youth needs intensive mental health or 
substance-use treatment that diversion cannot provide. One staff member explained a 
desire to avoid setting youth up for failure: “I don’t want kids to feel more failure by failing 
diversion. If they need more services for them to be successful at this time of life and those 
services could help the family. That definitely plays a part in it.” Some staff also worry that 
diversion cannot offer tailored or intensive evidence-based services, which are only 
available for youth on probation in their courts. 

2. Not Enough “Guardrails” | Staff may also believe a young person needs more structure or 
accountability than diversion provides. If staff think a youth needs more frequent check-ins 
or stronger legal tools to increase compliance, they may reject a diversion 
recommendation and suggest that prosecutors file charges so the young person will enter 
probation instead. One department leader summarized the issue: “No county wants to 
create more offenders. We all want kids to get in and get out. But there are families that need more 
guardrails than diversion can offer.” 

 

Other Reasons 
Staff also discussed less common reasons for returning a diversion recommendation: 

• Concerns about a youth’s competency or capacity 

• Youth moving outside the county, state, or country 

• Additional information disclosed during the diversion meeting 

• Alleged offenses considered too serious or harmful to victims 
 

 

Data Development & Analysis Opportunity | Courts document their reasons for returning 
diversion recommendations to the prosecutor, but these reasons are not captured in the 
statewide system. Adding a field for this information would improve statewide data. 
Understanding why referrals are returned could highlight opportunities for program 
improvement or reveal disparities between groups or jurisdictions.  

Addition information is available in Chapter 10. 
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Step 4 | Youth Accepts & Completes Diversion 
 

 
 

Offer Acceptance 

Diversion is voluntary, which means youth can accept or refuse a department’s diversion offer. 
Parents or guardians cannot decline to accept a diversion on behalf of their child.127 Youth 
officially accept a diversion offer when they sign their diversion agreement. 

When a young person accepts a diversion, there is an implicit acknowledgement that they 
were involved in the alleged criminal behavior. To be clear, a formal admission of guilt is not 
required to participate in diversion: state law, outlined in the diversion statue, does not require it, 
and diversion agreements do not include language that indicates a young person is admitting guilt 
(see Washington State Administrative Office of the Court’s standard diversion agreement form). 

However, some young people assert that they were not involved in the alleged criminal 
incident. In these situations, staff report that they remind young people that they have the right to 
counsel throughout the diversion process. They also report providing youth and families with 
contact information for local public defenders’ offices. 

 

Diversion Completion 

When youth agree to accept diversion, they sign their diversion agreement and commit to 
completing the outlined diversion expectations within the time stipulated in the agreement. 
Average diversion periods are 3–6 months and vary across departments. Many courts have a low 
contact approach to diversion, but there is variation between and within departments in how 
much youth and staff interact. 

At the end of the diversion, juvenile departments assess the youth’s engagement with the 
diversion. Diversion outcomes are recorded in the statewide system using one of four labels: 
successful completion, marginal progress, unsuccessful completion, or termination. 

 
127 RCW 13.40.080(1); see also Parent’s Role in Diversion 

https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.courts.wa.gov%2Fforms%2Fdocuments%2FJU06_0120_Diversion%2520Agreement_07.2025.docx&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
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Successful Completion 
Frontline staff and juvenile departments report that most youth successfully complete diversion. 
Successful completion provides important legal benefits—the associated records are eligible for 
destruction when they turns 18.128 

Across Washington, juvenile departments require youth to finish all, or nearly all, their 
conditions to have their diversion closed as successfully completed. Although expectations are 
high, staff offer flexibility to help youth meet these requirements. Frontline staff consistently 
emphasized that supporting youth through the diversion process, and ensuring they are able to 
complete it successfully, is a core priority. They report routinely providing guidance, 
accommodations, and practical assistance to help youth finish their conditions. 

 
Flexibility 
Frontline staff work directly with youth during their diversion period, although the level and type of 
support vary by county. Staff may check in toward the end of the diversion to ensure youth are on 
track, help them connect with community service providers, assist with paperwork, or identify 
alternatives when unexpected barriers arise. They may also provide transportation so youth can 
attend counseling, treatment, or complete community service hours. 

Staff apply flexible approaches when interpreting community restitution hours (see 
Chapter 6). A wide range of activities, such as participation in community programs, treatment, 
school attendance, or other pro-social involvement, can count toward the required hours. The 
allocation of hours across activities can also shift in response to changing circumstances.  

This flexibility does not lower the overall expectations of the diversion agreement. Instead, 
it allows tasks to be adjusted while maintaining the core requirements.  

 
Extensions 
Frontline staff report youth are frequently offered extensions to complete their diversion 
conditions. Some extensions are handled administratively within the juvenile department and do 
not require an in-person hearing. In other situations, staff file a termination petition with the court. 
Staff report that the formality of the courtroom, and the experience of appearing before a judge, 
can be highly motivating for youth. Staff also report that most youth who receive an administrative 
extension or appear for a termination hearing ultimately complete their diversion successfully. 
 

 
128 RCW 13.50.270 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=13.50.270
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Marginal Progress or Unsuccessful Completion 
Juvenile departments can classify a diversion as “marginal progress” or “unsuccessful,” although 
only a limited number of courts regularly use these outcomes. Most departments instead record 
diversions as either successful or proceed to termination. Staff apply marginal progress or 
unsuccessful outcomes when a youth completes some, but not all, required conditions and 
leaves substantial portions unfinished. 
 

 

Diversions closed as marginal progress are: 

• Not returned to the prosecutor’s office for potential filing. 

• Eligible for automated destruction when a youth turns 18. 

 

Diversions closed as unsuccessful are: 

• Not returned to the prosecutor’s office for potential filing. 

• Not eligible for automated destruction when a youth turns 18. 

 

 

In addition, some courts restrict discretionary diversion opportunities for youth whose previous 
diversions resulted in marginal progress or unsuccessful outcomes. 

 

Termination 
When a court terminates a youth’s diversion, the referral returns to the prosecutor for review and 
potential charges. Department leaders and frontline staff across the state report that 
terminations are rare. In these situations, diversion records are not eligible for destruction when 
youth turn eighteen. 

 

Termination Hearings 
Juvenile staff begin the termination process when a youth makes little or no progress on their 
diversion conditions by the end of the diversion period. Staff petition the court and send a letter to 
the youth and family, notifying them of the termination petition. 

In some situations, the notice itself urges the youth to complete their remaining 
conditions. When this occurs, staff may cancel the hearing or appear before the judge to report 
that the youth has finished their requirements. 
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When a termination hearing proceeds, youth, their family, frontline staff, prosecutors, and 
sometimes defense attorneys appear before a judge to determine next steps. Staff report that 
many judges grant extensions to the diversion agreement period, ranging from several weeks to 
several months, to give youth additional time to complete their conditions. Some judges offer 
multiple extensions across subsequent hearings. 

A few staff noted that repeated extensions can be frustrating because they prolong the 
process and delay a final termination decision. 

Judges make the final decision to terminate a diversion. 

 

Filing on Terminated Diversions 
Prosecutors described varying approaches to filing charges after a diversion is terminated. Some 
prosecutors report filing charges on all terminated diversions, explaining, “We don’t send a case to 
diversion unless we know we are going to file on it.” These prosecutors view filing charges on 
terminated diversions as an important form of accountability. 

Others make filing decisions on a case-by-case basis, weighing factors such as the 
seriousness of the original alleged offense, the circumstances that led to termination, and input 
from frontline staff. 

A small number of prosecutors report that they rarely file charges, rather treating diversion 
as a tool for managing caseloads and prioritizing more serious cases. Filing on terminated 
diversions does not align with this approach. 

 
 

 

Data Development & Analysis Opportunity | Frontline staff often document their reasons 
for recommending termination in the paperwork they submit to the prosecutor. Local courts 
retain this information, but it is not currently captured in the statewide database. Adding a 
data field for termination reasons would allow the state to analyze differences across 
jurisdictions and youth groups. It would also support analysis of filing decisions after 
termination and help identify potential disparities in diversion access and outcomes at both 
group and jurisdiction levels. 

 

Additional information is available in the Statewide System Improvements section.
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Notable Exception | Youth Opt into Court (“Refused”) 

 

 
Youth can choose to accept a diversion offer or they can opt into the traditional court process. 

 

 

Frontline staff report three main reasons why youth opt into court: 

1. They dispute the allegations and want a judge to review the evidence in court.  

2. They want to “take a gamble,” hoping the prosecutor will decide not to file 
charges after a second review. 

3. They believe the traditional process might work better for them. 

 
 

Staff can also learn new facts during the initial diversion meeting. When this happens, they may 
encourage the youth and family to speak with a defense attorney before deciding how to proceed. 

Prosecutors and frontline staff report that charges are often filed if a youth opts into court. 
Once charges are filed, youth meet with a defense attorney, with many later deciding that they 
want to participate in diversion. In these situations, youth are often offered a post-file diversion. 

Staff report that defense attorneys almost always recommend diversion because they view 
it as a better outcome than probation, deferred disposition, or other sentencing options. Attorney-
client meetings may clarify a youth’s understanding of diversion or provide an “unbiased opinion” 
that addresses any confusion from the initial meeting. 
 

 

Data Development & Analysis Opportunity | Compared to the documentation of referrals 
returned to the prosecutor, it is less clear whether and how courts record youths’ 
decisions to opt into court. Statewide systems should include a field to record these 
reasons. With this information, courts can identify patterns of youth refusal and make 
targeted improvements. See the Statewide System Improvements section for more.
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Step 5 | Record Destruction 
 

 

 
Youth who successfully complete diversion are eligible to have their diversion records destroyed 
when they turn eighteen. After destruction, the court’s diversion records no longer exist.129 

 

 
The destruction process involves three main steps: 

1. Destruction Reports | Frontline staff run reports at least quarterly to identify 
records eligible for destruction.130 Lists rely on data in the statewide system. 

2. Notification | Staff send letters to law enforcement agencies and the Washington 
State Patrol (WSP) requesting they destroy referrals, arrest records, and 
fingerprints connected to successfully completed diversions. 

3. Destruction | Departments destroy paper and digital diversion records in local and 
statewide systems. 

 
 

Frontline staff report that they complete these destructions as part of their routine work. 
However, they do not know whether police departments or the WSP destroy records, as the 
agencies do not send confirmation. One staff member believed the police department carried out 
destructions because officers occasionally called to confirm or correct reference numbers. 

 
 
 
 

 
129 State law allows records to be retained for research purposes (RCW 13.50.280). 
130 RCW 13.50.270 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=13.50.280
https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=13.50.270
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Emerging Conversations 

During this research, two issues emerged. First, courts found that many informal diversion 
records were not flagged for destruction because they did not appear in the destruction reports of 
the statewide system. They are actively working to resolve these issues. 

Second, fingerprint records held by the WSP present a significant challenge. In some 
counties, detention staff fingerprint youth upon arrival at a detention center. These fingerprints 
are shared with the WSP. Juvenile departments report that these records are rarely destroyed and 
can create problems later in life for people who have successfully completed diversion in 
adolescence. 

Both issues are discussed in the Record Destruction Issues section. 
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Diversion Process Summary 

 Key Elements 

Step 1: 
Police Referrals 

• All juvenile court diversions start with a criminal police referral, often 
referred to as a police report. 

• Frontline staff report that many referrals stem from incidents 
occurring in schools. In these situations, a school resource officer 
(SRO) may submit a referral directly to the prosecutor’s office. 

• Police referrals are sent to the prosecutor’s office for review. 

Step 2: 
Prosecutor 
Review & 
Recommendation 

• Review for probable cause and decide to take no action, file charges, 
or recommend diversion 

• Mandatory diversion: first eligible misdemeanor or gross 
misdemeanor criminal referral 

• Discretionary diversion: courts can divert subsequent referrals. 
Prosecutors consider criminal history, escalation, seriousness, 
victim input, background information, and prior diversions 

Step 3: 
Juvenile 
Department 
Selection & Offer 

• Departments choose which type of diversion to offer youth 
• Reach out to youth and family with diversion offer (phone call, letter) 
• Initial meeting: include staff, youth, and parent/guardian/supportive 

adult; staff explanations of diversion and participation requirements; 
advice of rights; diversion agreement development 

• Diversion agreement: details courts’ expectations of youth 

Step 4: 
Youth Accepts  
& Completes 
Diversion 

• Voluntary: youth can accept or refuse a diversion offer.  
• Successful completion: most common outcome; completion of all 

or most diversion conditions; youth are offered extension if needed 
• Marginal progress/unsuccessful: not returned to prosecutor 
• Terminated: court process terminating right to a diversion; referral 

returned to prosecutor for possible filing 

Step 5:  
Record 
Destruction 

• Youth who successfully complete diversion are eligible to have their 
diversion records destroyed when they turn eighteen. 

• Three step process: identification through destruction report; notify 
other agencies of request; destroy records 

Notable 
Exceptions 
(Related step in  
 small text) 

• Arrest/DetentionStep 1 - Youth can be arrested & detained before div. 
• Post-Filing DiversionStep 2 - Charges are filed, then diversion is offered. 
• Dept. Returns RecommendationStep 3 - Dept. does not accept a rec. 
• Youth Opt into CourtStep 4 - Referrals returned to prosecutor for 

review; often result in post-filing diversion 
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CHAPTER 5 | THREE DIVERSION PATHWAYS 
 

Washington’s juvenile departments can offer youth three types of diversion: counsel and 
release, informal diversion, and formal diversion. This chapter describes each in detail. 

All three diversion types have the same core elements: a police referral, probable cause, 
prosecutor involvement, a goal of avoiding the traditional legal process, and voluntary youth 
participation.  

They also follow the common process outlined in Chapter 4.  

 
Key Takeaways 

• Counsel & Release  
o A one-time contact or communication with the juvenile department 

o Youth do not have required conditions and there is no possibility of further court 
involvement. 

o Offered by all courts, though rare 
 

• Informal Diversion 
o Aims to quickly connect youth to services and reduce formal department and 

court contact 

o Youth who do not complete their informal diversion may be offered a formal 
diversion.  

o Seven courts have informal diversion programs. 
 

• Formal Diversion 
o An agreement for youth to complete diversion conditions (e.g. volunteer work, 

therapy, community programs, etc.) within a 3-to-6-month period.  

o Incomplete diversions can be terminated. Terminated diversions mean referrals 
are returned to the prosecutor for possible filing on the original referral.  
Filed charges go through the traditional legal process.  

o Offered in all courts and the most common form of diversion. 
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Counsel and Release 

This diversion type involves the least contact between the juvenile department and youth. After 
reviewing the prosecutor’s recommendation, departments use their discretion to offer a counsel 
and release diversion. Within this pathway, staff typically send a warning letter or have a one-time 
conversation with the young person. Once frontline staff complete a counsel and release, they 
cannot return a youth’s referral to the prosecutor for possible filing. 
 

Legal Framework 
The counsel and release statute131 provides juvenile departments with three response options: 

1. Release 

2. Counsel and release 

3. Refer a youth to community-based counseling, treatment programs, or restorative 
justice programs 

 

Counties may use one of these options when specific criteria are met: 

• Criteria 1 – The alleged incident has no victim. 

• Criteria 2 – The youth has no prior criminal history and the alleged incident involves: 

o No threat or acts of physical harm 

o Property loss or damage of $50 or less 

o No outstanding loss or damage to a person or business 
 

Counties differ in how they apply these options and how they interpret the statute. Some juvenile 
departments report using counsel and release infrequently because they believe most alleged 
offenses involve a victim. One frontline staff member noted that it is difficult to imagine an alleged 
offense without a victim, making counsel and release applicable in few circumstances. This 
perspective, and the limited use of counsel and release, appeared most often in small and 
medium-sized courts, which typically use the second option (counsel and release) as a single in-
office conversation and, in some situations, choose to release youth. 

Larger courts, with higher volumes of referrals, tend to use counsel and release more 
frequently, in the form of warning letters (release) and referring youth to community programs 
(release to community-based services). 

 
131 RCW 13.40.080(14) 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.080
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Release 
Departments use release when frontline staff believe additional court involvement would not 
benefit young people. One leader summarized this approach: “[we are] as hands off as possible. The 
more we handle something that doesn’t need to be handled the more likely we are to screw things up. 
There are some youth where you can tell that it was already handled before they came in here.” 

In small- and medium-sized courts, release is rare. When it does occur, staff typically hold 
a short conversation to understand the circumstances and ensure the youth and family have 
adequate support. These conversations are briefer than the counseling conversations conducted 
during a counsel and release.  

 

Common release situations include: 

• Other Adequate Responses | Staff conclude that the family or school has already 
addressed the situation and that the youth has sufficient support. 

• Time in Detention | Several departments shared that they use release for youth held 
in detention after arrest, if staff determine that they do not need additional services. 

• Non-Criminal Crisis | Departments use release when parents call police during a 
non-criminal crisis, such as a behavioral health emergency. Staff check to make 
sure families have support. 

• Other Circumstance | Departments release youth when the alleged offense is minor 
and the youth has moved out of state, or when the referral arrives late and the 
families or community partners, such as schools, have resolved the issue. 

 

 

Letters 
Pierce County sends warning letters to some youth and parents. These letters inform families that 
the department has received a referral for alleged criminal behavior and that the department will 
take no further action if the youth does not receive another referral within three months. A 
supervisor determines which youth receive letters while screening new referrals. According to a 
manager, the department may use letters when a youth has no prior criminal history, meets 
statutory criteria for release, is under age 12, or when the prosecutor and juvenile department 
agree the alleged offense qualifies for release. Staff may also consider other factors. 

The King County Prosecuting Attorney’s Office is also planning to send warning letters to 
youth who meet the counsel and release criteria. See their profile for additional information. 
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Counsel and Release 
Small- and medium-sized courts generally prefer the counsel and release option, although they 
report using it infrequently. Larger counties also use this approach. A counsel and release 
diversion consists of an in-person meeting, at which frontline staff speak with the youth and 
family about the incident and discuss how the youth might respond differently in the future. The 
meeting ends with the youth signing a “Counsel & Release” form. The department imposes no 
other requirements. Once a counsel and release is complete, the referral cannot be returned to 
the prosecutor for possible filing. 

 

When deciding whether to offer a counsel and release, staff typically consider:  

• Age | Departments commonly use counsel and release for younger children (ages 
8–12 years), due to concerns about legal capacity,132 and for some older youth 
nearing the upper age limit of the juvenile system when the situation appears to be 
a “one-off.” 

• Very Minor Situations | Staff use this option for extremely minor (“chippy”) 
referrals that they believe do not warrant a court response. One frontline staff 
member described an example of counsel and release: “A youth came from 
another county, and he had a license for fishing, and he fished [in this county] 
without the license. And he got referred to diversion for that. I came from Alaksa. 
We're fishing all the time! So, I counseled and released him and reminded him to 
have his fishing license with him. He brought it in and showed it to me. He had a 
valid license, and he was just out with his brothers and caught some fish.” 

• Concerning Circumstances | In Pierce County, the juvenile department also uses 
counsel and release for youth under age 12 when the referral suggests possible 
mental health concerns, vulnerability, or other indicators of a need for support. 
The diversion coordinator or frontline staff meet with the family to discuss the 
situation and offer resources. 

 

 
132 RCW 9A.04.050: “People capable of committing crimes—Capability of children: Children under the age of eight 
years are incapable of committing crime. Children of eight and under twelve years of age are presumed to be 
incapable of committing crime, but this presumption may be removed by proof that they have sufficient capacity to 
understand the act or neglect, and to know that it was wrong. Whenever in legal proceedings it becomes necessary to 
determine the age of a child, he or she may be produced for inspection, to enable the court or jury to determine the 
age thereby; and the court may also direct his or her examination by one or more physicians, whose opinion shall be 
competent evidence upon the question of his or her age.” 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=9A.04.050
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Informal Diversion  
Seven courts offer informal diversions. This pathway developed organically over the past decade, 
leaving many unsure what it is or how it functions. This uncertainty has raised broader questions 
about diversion in Washington, including how many youth are diverted and what diversion looks 
like in practice. In response, HB 1391 directs the development of clear methods to define, 
categorize, and track the use of informal diversion agreements.133 
 
This section examines informal diversion in depth, providing information on: 

• Core features 
• Differences from other diversion pathways 
• Common misconceptions 

 
We also offer information on: 

• Court motivations for offering informal diversion 
• Informal diversion programs 
• Emerging conversations about informal diversion and current data practices 

 
Our report serves as a starting point for a shared understanding of informal diversion. 

Informal diversion is where courts and community partners are innovating the most. It is quite 
possible that courts will continue to develop new informal diversion programs, and the 
conversation should evolve alongside those developments. 
 
 

Note | People use several terms to describe informal diversion, including “pre-diversion,” 
“pre-pre-diversion,” “secret diversion,” “referred youth,” and “rapid diversion.” 
 
The term “informal” can have some drawbacks. It may suggest these experiences are 
casual or done in a disorganized way, which is not true in most places. Still, the term is 
useful because it accurately distinguishes this pathway from the expectations and 
outcomes associated with formal diversion. People also use the term across Washington 
and nationally. 
 
We use the term “informal diversion” to reflect its common usage. We hope the clarity and 
examples in this report correct and reduce any misconceptions the term may create. 

 

 
133 2SHB 1391, Section 5(2)(b) 

https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2025-26/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/1391-S2.SL.pdf?q=20250715134226
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Core Components 
Informal diversions share the five core components of all juvenile diversions in Washington State, 
although these components can vary in practice. 
 

Comparing Informal Diversions to Other Diversion Pathways 

Similarities Differences 

• Starts with a police referral • Quick connection to services 

• Probable cause exists • Not treated as a mandatory diversion 

• Prosecutors are involved 
 

• Goal: avoid traditional processing 

• Department response to non-
participation 

• Voluntary participation  

 

Variations in Practice 

All informal diversions start with a police referral. 
In some jurisdictions, police send referrals to the prosecutor, who issues a diversion 
recommendation before the juvenile department offers an informal diversion. In “referred youth” 
models, police send referrals directly to the juvenile department—either as official police reports 
or through informal referral forms used only within the department. 
 
Prosecutors are involved in the informal diversion process. 

All juvenile departments collaborate with their prosecutor’s office when establishing informal 
diversion programs. Counties can use memorandums of understanding that define program 
structures and policies. In some counties, informal diversions can begin without prosecutors 
reviewing individual referrals, if both parties have mutually agreed on this process. 
 
The goal is to prevent the referral from going through the traditional legal pathway. 
Although this goal is consistent statewide, procedures vary. When youth agree to participate in an 
informal diversion but do not engage with services, departments either take no further action or 
offer a formal diversion. Offering formal diversion carries the possibility that the department will 
return the referral to the prosecutor for potential filing if a youth declines the offer or does not 
complete the agreement and the court terminates the diversion. 
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Courts prioritize quickly connecting youth and families with community-based services. 
The county-specific examples below capture what this looks like in practice. 
 
Courts do not treat informal diversions as a youth’s mandatory diversion. 
Courts are legally required to divert a young person’s first misdemeanor or gross misdemeanor 
criminal referral. Courts that offer informal diversion do not consider them to be mandatory 
diversions. All courts offering informal diversions also offer youth a separate mandatory diversion, 
along with discretionary diversions.  
 
 

Legal Frameworks 

Release to Community Programs 
The counsel and release statute gives juvenile courts the “authority to refer the juvenile to 
community-based counseling or treatment programs or a restorative justice program.” 134 For 
many courts, this option aligns with the purpose of informal diversion: providing a quick, 
needs-based connection to community services. 
 

“Referred Youth” 
In 2019, the Legislature established the Referred Youth informal diversion pathway (Engrossed 
Senate Bill 5429), which allows juvenile departments to connect youth directly to services without 
the need for police to send an official referral to the prosecutor. The statute uses the term 
“referred youth” to describe young people participating in this pathway.135  
 

Departments can offer this pathway to young people when: 

• A police officer contacts the youth 

• The police officer has probable cause to believe they committed a crime 

• The prosecutor would have recommended a formal diversion or filed charges if they had 
not participated in this type of informal diversion 

 

“Referred youth” informal diversion requires juvenile departments and prosecutor’s 
offices to cooperatively establish eligibility criteria and operational procedures. Because police 

 
134 RCW 13.40.080(10) 
135 The term “referred youth” can be confusing within broader discussions of juvenile diversion. Police can initiate this 
pathway by either sending a police report to the juvenile court or filling out a juvenile department form documenting 
the initial alleged criminal incident. This latter process is different from normal practice, whereby police submit 
referrals to the prosecutor’s office for a decision (e.g., no action, diversion recommendation, filing). 

https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2019-20/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/Senate/5429.SL.pdf?q=20260522125710
https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2019-20/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/Senate/5429.SL.pdf?q=20260522125710
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.080
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officers initiate this type of informal diversion, local law enforcement must understand the option, 
support it, and know how to connect youth to the juvenile department. Without adequate police 
awareness or buy-in, the pathway will likely be underused. 

“Referred youth” diversion remains relatively uncommon but is beginning to expand, with 
counties such as Clark and San Juan developing programs. A recent DCYF report found that, in 
2020, King and Pierce counties used this pathway to provide family therapy services to 61 youth. 

 

Legislative Intent 
Informal diversion represents a responsive court innovation grounded in legislative intent. 
Because the law does not prescribe each procedural step, the Legislature expects courts to 
interpret and implement diversion in ways that fit their local context, while remaining aligned 
within the Legislature’s direction and legal statute.  

HB 1391 clearly articulates the legislature’s intent. The law state that diversion improves 
youth outcomes, including reduced recidivism, higher school completion and college enrollment, 
and increased adult earnings. The law also highlights the cost-effectiveness of diversion. The bill 
encourages courts to identify “opportunities to expand the use of diversion in Washington” and to 
“strengthen the ability of courts to offer robust diversion services.”136  

Informal diversion aligns with the intent behind counsel and release and “referred youth” 
pathways, and it supports the broader legislative goals outlined in HB 1391. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
136 HB 1391(1)(1-4): “The legislature finds that youth diverted from the justice system have lower likelihood for future 
arrests, higher rates of school completion and college enrollment, and earn higher incomes in adulthood than youth 
who are adjudicated through the court process. The legislature further finds that there is significant cost benefit to 
offering youth diversion. A 2019 Washington state institute for public policy analysis found that diverting youth 
returned a societal benefit of more than $11,000 per dollar spent due to lower recidivism rates and improved 
outcomes. The legislature also finds that diversion is offered at different rates in different counties, leading to justice 
by geography and pointing to opportunities to expand the use of diversion in Washington. Therefore, it is the intent of 
the legislature to strengthen the ability of courts to offer robust diversion services and improve the data and 
accountability framework for diversions in Washington state.” 

https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/reports/Referred-Diverted-Youth2020.pdf
https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2025-26/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/1391-S2.SL.pdf?q=20250715134226
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Motivations 

Courts shared five motivations for their informal diversion programs. 
 
Quick Responses 
Formal diversions can take time to set up. The time it takes prosecutors to undertake referral 
reviews and departments to schedule initial meetings with families can delay youths’ connection 
to services. Informal diversion provides a faster alternative. Programs focused on family crisis can 
offer services immediately or within a short timeframe. Informal diversion approaches work to 
identify the unmet needs of youth and streamline processes to offer quick support. 

 

More Community Connection 
Informal diversion programs often emerge from relationships between juvenile departments and 
community providers, with some relying almost entirely on community-based services. 

 

Tailored Approaches 
Informal diversion provides courts with flexibility in designing programs for their local context. 
Some programs are available to all youth, regardless of their alleged offense or specific needs, 
while others focus on specific needs, such as substance-use education for first-time possession 
referrals, or address situations that courts often divert, such as Assault 4-DV for family crisis.  

 

Less Contact with the Juvenile Department and Court 
Departments structure informal diversion to minimize deeper system involvement and reduce the 
likelihood that prosecutors will file criminal charges. Informal diversions also reduce the official 
system contact youth have during formal diversions. 

 

Reducing the Harmful Impacts of Record Creation 
Departments originally created informal diversion programs to provide services while limiting the 
record creation associated with formal system processing. The informal diversion pathway 
involves fewer legal requirements and generates less recordkeeping in the statewide system.  

However, HB 1391 clarifies that successfully completed diversions are not included in a 
youth’s criminal history.137 For some court staff, this legislative change reduces their concern 
about entering informal diversions in the statewide system. We discuss this changing 
conversation at the end of the informal diversion section. 

 
137 HB 1391(2)(9) 

https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2025-26/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/1391-S2.SL.pdf?q=20250715134226
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Informal Diversion Programs 

Benton-Franklin | Diversion Alternative Agreements 
Benton-Franklin has long provided rapid connections to family support. Over a decade ago it 
developed the Diversion Alternative Agreement model to offer immediate assistance to youth and 
families in crisis. 

• Frontline staff offer Diversion Alternative Agreements when youth receive their first family 
crisis-related referral to juvenile court. Eligible alleged offenses include Assault 4-DV and 
Malicious Mischief 3-DV. 

• Youth and families are promptly connected to brief family counseling, mental-health 
therapy, or Wraparound with Intensive Services (WISe). 

• Youth who decline a Diversion Alternative Agreement are offered a formal diversion. If they 
also decline formal diversion, the referral is returned to the prosecutor for further review. 

• Staff track this diversion in a limited way in the statewide data system and in more detail 
locally. 

 

Clark | Helping, Educating, Listening, Planning, Supporting (HELPS) Program 
Clark County operates a “referred youth” informal diversion model that links youth and families to 
the department’s Coordination of Services program. 

• This approach prevents the creation of an official police report, reducing formal 
documentation that would otherwise appear on a youth’s criminal history. Instead, law 
enforcement and school-based officers complete a brief referral form with basic 
information about the youth, their connected adult(s), and the alleged criminal incident. 

• Youth and families then participate in the HELPS weekend workshop, at which community 
partners facilitate conversations that seeks to strengthen relationships, build 
communication skills, and support goal-setting. 

• The juvenile department tracks these diversions in a limited way in the statewide system 
and in greater detail locally. 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.hca.wa.gov/free-or-low-cost-health-care/i-need-behavioral-health-support/wraparound-intensive-services-wise
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Jefferson | Referrals of Concern 
“Referred youth” informal diversions in Jefferson County begin with a police referral that is routed 
directly to the juvenile department rather than the prosecutor’s office. 

• The juvenile department meets with the youth and family, discusses the situation, and 
jointly identify appropriate next steps. 

• The department then connects the youth with services tailored to their needs, such as 
cognitive-behavioral groups, Coordination of Services, individual or family counseling, or 
local community programs. For example, if a youth wishes to begin individual counseling, 
the department makes the referral, pays for the service using local mental-health tax 
funding, and receives confirmation when the youth completes their sessions.138 

• Staff record these diversions briefly in the statewide system and maintain more detailed 
tracking locally.  

 

King County Juvenile Court Services | Family Intervention and Restorative Services (FIRS) 
The Family Intervention and Restorative Services (FIRS) program is a cornerstone informal 
diversion program in King County. Operated by a community provider within a separate wing of 
the detention center, the 24/7 FIRS Center provides a safe, voluntary place for youth to go 
following a family crisis. The program was developed to quickly provide services to families in 
crisis, reduce the amount of time youth were spending in detention after a domestic violence 
arrest, and provide a community-coordinated space for youth to de-escalate. At FIRS, youth and 
their families meet with social workers and juvenile probation counselors to assess their 
situation, develop safety plans, and connect with no-cost services. 

Youth who have previously engaged with FIRS may also voluntarily return to the FIRS 
Center without an arrest or any formal system involvement. Subsequent services or time at the 
respite center do not require police contact, and participation in FIRS does not generate a 
criminal record. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
138 This email only includes information that the youth-provider relationship is ending. No person health information or 
participation is shared with the juvenile department. 

https://kingcounty.gov/uk-ua/court/superior-court/courts-jails-legal-system/court-programs-children-families/juvenile-court-services/programs-services-juvenile-court/for-families-experiencing-violence/firs
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Pierce | Family First & LEAF 

Family First | This program diverts youth involved in family-crisis situations to services. Many 
youth are referred to Our Sister’s House (OSH), a community partner that coordinates and 
oversees their informal diversion agreement. 

• All first-time family-related, non-felony victim referrals are offered the Family First informal 
diversion option, and prosecutors may also recommend certain felony-level referrals.  

• While most youth in Family First have Assault 4-DV (family crisis) referrals, they may also 
be referred for malicious mischief, harassment, theft, or other offenses if they are related 
to a crisis situation.  

• Youth who are not arrested are routed directly to OSH. When youth are arrested and 
detained, frontline staff meet with the youth and their parents the same day to facilitate 
release and connect them with services. 

• OSH describes their diversion approach as holistic and collaborative: “Together, we work 
toward a fair and meaningful resolution that supports accountability while encouraging 
growth.” Youth may be asked to complete community service, reflection or accountability 
writing, or participate in positive youth development activities. 

 

Learning Exact Addiction Facts (LEAF) | This program serves youth referred for misdemeanor 
substance-possession offenses.  

• Youth must have no prior referrals. 

• Referrals are screened for LEAF eligibility by either the prosecutor or the diversion 
supervisor. 

• Eligible youth participate in an educational seminar led by a certified drug and alcohol 
counselor. If needed, youth may also complete an individual substance-use assessment 
with treatment recommendations. 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.oursistershouse.com/
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San Juan | Connections Program 
The Connections Program (CP) “support[s] young people in developing the necessary skills and 
resources to address behavioral health challenges, enhance emotional well-being, and foster 
accountability. CP focuses on repairing harm in schools and the community and encourages 
families to actively participate in programs that cultivate supportive home environments.”139 

• The Connections Program requires the prosecutor to review referrals for eligibility. It also 
requires a written agreement between the youth and the juvenile department, participation 
in the Washington State Juvenile Court Case Management and Assessment Process, and a 
case plan created with the youth. 

• Agreements may include recommended programming, behavioral health assessments, 
community service, learning opportunities, family counseling, and other options. 

 

Spokane | Positive Family Connections (PFC) 
Spokane’s informal diversion program focuses on youth experiencing family crisis. The Positive 
Family Connections program provides an “immediate intervention following a first-time domestic 
violence referral,”140 recognizing that many youth with Assault 4-DV referrals are arrested, 
screened and released, and that families in crisis often need immediate support. 

• Youth are eligible if it is their first or second referral, they meet diversion criteria, and the 
alleged domestic-violence offense is a misdemeanor or gross misdemeanor occurring 
within the family. Referrals may come after a youth is arrested, screened and released, or 
through the prosecutor’s office. 

• Frontline staff contact the family within 48 hours. If the youth and family choose to 
participate, staff connect them with a therapist, who provides basic updates to the court 
on the family’s participation. 

• The program offers youth and families up to 10 sessions with a licensed therapist, who 
helps the them understand their interaction patterns, strengthen communication, and 
develop healthier relational strategies. The therapist completes pre- and post-evaluations 
to guide the therapeutic approach. 

• Youth successfully complete PFC after attending five or more sessions with their family. 
Those who participate in fewer sessions or decline the program are offered a formal 
diversion. 

 
139 Internal juvenile department document summarizing the Referred Youth Connections Program 
140 Internal juvenile department document summarizing the Positive Family Connections Program 

https://www.courts.wa.gov/wsccr/juvenile-probation/
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Common Misconceptions 

Misconception 1: Youth can receive several informal diversions. 
Most programs allow youth to participate only once. Subsequent referrals typically proceed 
through the formal diversion pathway. However, some prosecutors and juvenile departments may 
offer an additional informal diversion if they believe the youth would benefit from the services. 
 

Misconception 2: Informal diversions are undocumented. 
All courts document their informal diversions, although methods vary. Some record them in the 
statewide system, while others use local databases. The type of data collected also varies, and 
informal diversions have not been consistently included in statewide diversion reporting. 
 

Misconception 3: Youth are not required to do anything on informal diversion. 
Informal diversion is different from release. Juvenile departments provide services or connect 
youth with community programs, and some informal programs set clear expectations about youth 
participation. In some courts, staff offer youth a formal diversion if they do not complete their 
informal diversion. 
 

Misconception 4: Informal diversions are unstructured. 
Informal diversion programs include structured activities such as counseling, classes, or positive 
youth development opportunities. “Informal” does not mean they lack structure or coordination. 
 

Misconception 5: Prosecutors do not participate in the informal diversion process. 
Prosecutors help design all informal diversion programs. They collaborate with juvenile 
departments on eligibility criteria and expectations. These programs do not operate without 
prosecutorial coordination. 
 

Misconception 6: Informal diversion brings more youth into the criminal legal system. 
Informal diversion applies only to youth referred for an alleged criminal offense. Unless it 
somehow increases police reporting or changes prosecutors’ decisions about filing, informal 
diversion reduces system involvement by preventing criminal charges from being filed. 
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Data Landscape & Emerging Conversations 

Data Landscape 
Informal diversion has developed organically over the past decade. While courts keep records of 
informal diversions, they are often omitted from statewide reporting due to a lack of statewide 
data development. This results in an incomplete picture of Washington’s diversion system.  

HB 1391 encourages courts to provide informal diversion data to WSCCR so they can be 
included in statewide analyses. To do this, Administrative Office of the Courts statewide system 
staff and WSCCR are coordinating efforts to standardize informal diversion labels in the statewide 
data system. WSCCR is supporting courts in voluntarily sharing informal diversion data to include 
in the diversion research database. Chapter 10 outlines these recommended changes. 
Standardized labels also aid smoother destruction processes, explained further in Chapter 11. 

 

Emerging Conversations 
Some court staff are unsure how HB 1391 will affect their documentation of informal diversions. 
The bill clarifies that successfully completed diversions are not part of a youth’s criminal history. 
Although courts are still determining how this requirement will shape diversion documentation, 
some staff believe it reduces the risks associated with adding informal diversion information to 
the statewide system. 

Courts offering informal diversions express concern that entering informal diversion data 
into the statewide system could prevent a youth from receiving a mandatory formal diversion in a 
different county. Jurisdictions that use informal diversion view it as a step prior to a youth’s 
mandatory formal diversion. Courts that do not offer informal diversion consider the first 
diversion—whether informal or formal—as the youths’ mandatory diversion.  

This distinction matters because counties differ in how many discretionary diversions they 
provide. Seven courts rarely offer diversion after a youth’s mandatory diversion (see Chapter 8). 
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Formal Diversion 
 

Formal diversion is the third—and most common—diversion pathway. All courts use it.  

 

The defining feature of formal diversion is that, unlike counsel and release and informal diversion, 
a prosecutor may file charges if a formal diversion is terminated. This decision carries significant 
legal consequences. Terminated diversions can turn into cases, which would proceed through the 
traditional court process. These case files would not be eligible for automatic destruction when a 
young person turns 18. 

 

This section describes common aspects of formal diversion agreements. We discuss other 
aspects of formal diversion throughout this report: 

• Agreement conditions (Chapter 6) 

• Agreement length and flexibility (Chapter 7)  

• Department contact with youth (Chapter 3) 

• Diversion completion outcomes (Chapter 4) 

• Common diversion process (Chapter 4) 

• Community Accountability Boards (Chapter 7) 

• Discretionary diversion (Chapter 8) 

• Community-court partnerships (Chapter 9) 

 

Legal Framework 

Formal diversion is described in the main diversion statute, RCW 13.40.080, sections 1–5, which 
outlines guidelines for setting diversion agreement conditions, restitution requirements, 
timelines, and extensions.  

The remainder of this law describe youth rights applicable to all diversions types and 
provides guidance for counsel and release (section 14) and informal diversion (section 10). 

 

 

 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.080
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Formal Diversion Agreements 

When youth enter a formal diversion, they sign a diversion agreement, sometimes called a 
diversion contract, that outlines the conditions and expectations the court sets for the diversion 
period. Staff develop these agreements based on their prior knowledge of the youth, information 
gathered during the initial meeting, and the department’s available menu of conditions and 
resources. Chapter 6 describes the full range of options. Many courts describe agreement 
development as a collaborative process between staff and youth, with some staff inviting 
parents/guardians to share ideas about the type of support that would benefit the family.  

Diversion agreements are individualized to reflect each youth’s circumstances. No court 
uses a single standard set of conditions for all diversions. 

 

Emphasizing the Alleged Offense 
Some departments emphasize the alleged offense and strive for consistency across diversions by 
standardizing certain requirements (e.g., assigning the same online class to youth referred for 
theft-related offenses). Frontline staff feel that this approach helps reduce disparities and 
promotes fairness. 

 

Emphasizing Youth Needs 
Other departments tailor diversion agreements to address a youth’s unmet needs, reduce the risk 
of future problem behavior, and build on the youth’s strengths. These departments may assign 
skill-building programs, therapy, or positive youth development activities. They also incorporate 
supportive activities in which youth are already engaged, such as counseling, community 
programs, or sports, so diversion supports healthy routines. Courts encourage school 
engagement, and some count school attendance toward community restitution hours. 

 

Success & Reducing Barriers 
Frontline staff emphasize the importance of setting youth up for success by reducing barriers, 
building on strengths, and keeping requirements manageable. Staff described intentionally 
eliminating unnecessary hurdles and identifying potential obstacles early so they can be 
addressed before they interfere with a youth’s ability to successfully complete their diversion. 
One staff member explained, “We have to be realistic that if we assign something it can be done. It’s not 
fair for youth and families if we are assigning things that can’t happen in the first place.” Staff also aim to 
keep agreements simple, avoiding excessive requirements or conditions that might conflict with 
school or other positive activities in a youth’s life. 
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Three Diversion Pathways Summary 

 

 Key Elements 

Counsel  
& Release 

• A one-time contact or communication with the juvenile department 

• Youth do not have required conditions and there is no possibility of further 
court involvement. 

• Offered by all courts, though rare  

• Release – warning letters; a short conversation to understand the 
circumstances and ensure the youth and family have adequate support 

• Counsel & Release - one in-person meeting, at which frontline staff speak 
with the youth and family about the incident and discuss how the youth 
might respond differently in the future 

• Legal framework: RCW 13.40.080(14) 

Informal 
Diversion 

• Aims to quickly connect youth to services and reduce formal department 
and court contact 

• Youth who do not complete their informal diversion may be offered a 
formal diversion.  

• Seven courts have informal diversion programs. 

• Program examples: rapid family support, first-time substance youth 
education, Coordination of Services 

• Legal framework: RCW 13.40.080(10), Engrossed Senate Bill 5429, 
legislative intent (see HB 1391) 

Formal 
Diversion 
 

 

 

 

 

• An agreement for youth to complete diversion conditions (e.g. volunteer 
work, therapy, community programs, etc.) within a 3-to-6-month period.  

• Incomplete diversions can be terminated. Terminated diversions mean 
referrals are returned to the prosecutor for possible filing on the original 
referral. Filed charges go through the traditional legal process.  

• Offered in all courts and the most common form of diversion. 

• Required conditions shape youth’s formal diversion experience. 

• Legal framework: RCW 13.40.080 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.080
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.080
https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2019-20/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/Senate/5429.SL.pdf?q=20260522125710
https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2025-26/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/1391-S2.SL.pdf?q=20250715134226
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.080
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CHAPTER 6 | CONDITIONS 
 

Juvenile departments expect youth to complete a range of conditions listed in their diversion 
agreements, and frontline staff must determine whether youth meet those expectations. 
Departments draw from a menu of possible conditions when creating each agreement.  
 

This menu reflects external factors, such as diversion statute requirements, available 
community resources, partnerships, and funding. It is also shaped by internal factors, 
including each court’s goals for diversion, its philosophy, staff training, and understanding of 
best practices. See the end of the chapter for a one-page overview. 

 

 

Key Takeaways 

• Conditions are determined during the initial diversion meeting. Most often, these 
decisions are shaped by professional insight, and sometimes shaped by risk screeners. 

• Community service is the commonly required diversion condition, but hours and 
opportunities differ across counties. On average, youth are assigned 4–24 hours. 

• Mental health and substance-use evaluation and treatment are frequently included in 
diversion agreements. Courts report certain barriers to accessing these services, such as 
waitlists, staff turnover, lack of youth-specific providers, and insurance constraints. 

• Court-based programs support youth skill-building, access to family therapy, and 
connection with community partners.  

• Educational and reflective assignments such as online classes, essays, apology 
letters, and art projects, fill gaps in community resources and help youth to reflect.  

• Behavioral expectations, such as location restrictions, no-contact conditions, and 
school attendance, vary across the state. Some courts apply behavioral expectations to 
all agreements and others include behavioral conditions when required by the offense.  

• Departments rarely include restitution. Unpaid restitution can keep a youth’s diversion 
open indefinitely, financially burden families, and create administrative complications. 
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Background 

The diversion statute specifies the conditions that juvenile departments may require of youth on 
formal diversion. The first listed condition is up to 150 hours of community restitution.141 Frontline 
staff and administrators interpret community restitution broadly, defining it as any activity, 
program, or engagement that helps repair a youth’s relationship with the community following an 
alleged offense. For example, an agreement may require eight hours of community service, and, 
for youth who live far from service site, staff may count travel. 

This flexibility enables staff to reduce barriers and adapt agreements as circumstances 
change. However, it also complicates efforts to collect accurate and comparable data on what 
youth complete during diversion, an issue discussed further in the Data Landscape & 
Development section. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
141 RCW 13.40.080(2)(a): “Community restitution not to exceed 150 hours, not to be performed during school hours if 
the juvenile is attending school.” 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.080
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Community Service 
 

Overview 

• Many departments require youth to complete community service while on 
diversion. It is the most frequently included condition on diversion agreements. 

• Departments typically require youth to complete between 4 and 24 hours.142  

• The number of hours can depend on the youth’s age, the seriousness of the 
alleged offense, and other conditions in the agreement. 

• Staff caution that too many hours can overwhelm youth, disrupt school or 
extracurricular activities, and increase the risk of noncompletion. 

• Community service experiences differ across Washington. In some jurisdictions, 
staff provide a list of approved sites and expect youth to arrange their own hours. 
Other departments operate their own programs or work crews and schedule 
service projects. 

 
 

Service Sites 

Service sites also vary widely. Staff commonly refer youth to food banks, retirement 
homes, schools, or county fairgrounds. They may also encourage youth to volunteer with a 
program or faith community they are connected to. In counties such as Chelan, Clark, and 
Kittitas, youth can complete their hours with community organizations that also provide other 
diversion programming. 

 

Challenges 
Site Availability and Requirements 
All courts report that community service options have become more limited over time. Since 
COVID-19 lockdown, community organizations have closed, stopped accepting younger teens 
due to liability concerns, or now require that youth complete extra training or have a chaperone. 

In response, juvenile departments report requiring fewer hours, allowing creative forms of 
service, or devising their own service opportunities. During the pandemic, Asotin-Garfield created 

 
142 Community service hours are usually the most flexible category on the diversion agreement. Other activities, such 
as attending Continuation of Service programming, may count toward the required total.  
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a cooking class where youth learned to make lasagna. Staff sent youth home with ingredients to 
cook a meal for their families, and both the class and cooking time counted toward service hours. 

Some courts have also reframed community service to emphasize positive youth 
development rather than solely repairing harm. Clark County’s Restorative Community Services 
program exemplifies this shift by replacing work crews with community-connected projects 
carried out alongside adult volunteers. 

 

Service with Harmed Parties 
Staff also express concerns about having young people perform community service 

directly for harmed parties because unsupervised interactions may be unsafe or stressful for both 
youth and victims. Instead, they prefer restorative options such as mediation, apology letters, or 
healing circles, which offer structure and support while promoting repair and accountability. 

 

Mental Health Evaluation, Treatment, & Counseling 
 

Overview 

• Frontline staff often require youth to meet with mental health providers during 
diversion. 

• They add these conditions when they believe counseling could help with family 
or peer conflicts, anger issues, or more serious mental health concerns. 

• Most staff do not use standardized screening tools to determine if a youth needs 
mental health intervention. Instead, they rely on their professional judgment, 
information from involved adults, and their perceptions of the youth. 

• Staff can require youth to schedule an initial appointment, complete an 
evaluation, and attend recommended follow-up visits.143  

• If a youth already has a counselor, staff may require a set number of sessions 
with that individual.  

• Many courts also report connecting youth and families with Wrap Around with 
Intensive Services (WISe). 

 
143 RCW 13.40.080(2)(c) 

https://clark.wa.gov/juvenile-court/restorative-community-services
https://www.hca.wa.gov/free-or-low-cost-health-care/i-need-behavioral-health-support/wraparound-intensive-services-wise
https://www.hca.wa.gov/free-or-low-cost-health-care/i-need-behavioral-health-support/wraparound-intensive-services-wise
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.080
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Challenges 
Available Services & Providers 
In many regions, youth-focused providers are scarce, and staff encounter long waitlists, 
insurance barriers, and high provider turnover. Turnover can disrupt therapeutic relationships, 
reduce trust, and contribute to youth disengaging from treatment. In addition, anger-focused 
therapies, which staff view as a needed resource, are not widely available. 

 

Parent Support 
Staff also note that some parents are hesitant to involve their children in counseling, stating they 
may be reluctant due to cultural differences or generational beliefs. 

 

Diversion Timelines 
Diversion timelines pose another obstacle. Most diversion agreements are set for six months, 
which may not allow sufficient time for a youth to complete treatment due to delays in service. In 
counties with long waitlists, some staff require youth to contact providers within the first month. 
Other departments avoid adding mental health-related conditions when they believe youth 
cannot complete them within the diversion period. 

 

Substance Use Evaluation & Treatment 
 

Overview 

• Frontline staff frequently include substance-use evaluations and treatment 
requirements in diversion agreements when they believe substance use is 
affecting a youth’s well-being or contributing to the alleged offense. 

• Staff rely on their professional judgment rather than standardized screening tools 
to determine when to require youth to complete a substance use evaluation. 

• Some counties require substance use evaluations whenever the alleged offense 
involves drugs or alcohol. 

• Staff also view diversion as an important opportunity to address emerging 
substance use, particularly among younger youth. One staff member explained, 
“We truly feel that especially early intervention with drug and alcohol counseling is so 
important. We get kids in middle school. I want that kid in counseling as part of 
diversion. Why are you in the 7th grade bringing marijuana to school?” 
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Drug Testing 
A small number of jurisdictions also require urine analysis (UAs) in youth diversion agreements. In 
these courts, staff generally expect youth to maintain clean tests during diversion, particularly in 
the later months after substances have had time to leave their system. In other departments, UAs 
can be required when outside providers include them in a youth’s treatment plan. 

No jurisdiction reports terminating diversions solely because of failed drug tests. Instead, 
staff consider a positive UA as one of several behavioral concerns, alongside issues such as 
curfew violations or school absences, which may contribute to a department’s decision to file a 
motion to terminate a young person’s diversion. 

 

Challenges 
Available Services & Providers 
Frontline staff report significant barriers to securing timely, developmentally appropriate 
substance-use treatment for youth on diversion. Many communities have few treatment options, 
limited youth-focused providers, persistent staffing shortages, and high program turnover. 

Available programs are often designed for more serious substance use than is typical for 
youth on diversion. Departments report that agencies deprioritize youth with lower-level use. Staff 
also express safety concerns in counties where most treatment providers primarily serve adults.  

Additionally, some providers have a group treatment model, which can place multiple 
youth from the same criminal incident in services together. 

 

Financial Costs 
Insurance limitations and high out-of-pocket costs are also challenging. Families can struggle to 
find programs covered by their insurance, and treatment can be costly if not covered. As one staff 
member noted, courts may require youth to complete the same treatment under a court-ordered 
disposition if the case is traditionally processed. 

 

Substance Use within Families 
Staff also describe situations in which family members use substances themselves or condone 
the youth’s use. This can make it difficult for young people to engage in treatment. 
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Court Programs 
Juvenile departments frequently incorporate court-based programs into diversion conditions. The 
most used evidence-based interventions are Coordination of Services (COS), Functional Family 
Therapy (FFT), and Individual – Alternative Choice Training (i-ACT). COS is used most often, 
followed by FFT.  

Several courts also operate Teen Courts, while others offer programming such as gardens, 
Girls and Boys Councils, and mentoring. Departments administer these programs internally and 
collaborate with community-based organizations to enhance and support service delivery. 

 

Coordination of Services 
 

Overview 

• COS is an evidence-based intervention designed to help low-risk youth and their 
families strengthen core skills and build connections within their communities. 

• The 12-hour, multi-day seminar is typically scheduled on weeknights or weekends 
to accommodate school and work commitments. 

• COS offers interactive sessions on youth development, healthy communication, 
relationship-building, and goal setting, emphasizing family strengths while linking 
youth and caregivers to local community resources. 

 
 

Counties Offering COS 
Departments can deliver COS directly by coordinating community partners and hosting sessions 
in house, or they can contract with providers such as their local Dispute Resolution Center. 

Currently, 12 juvenile departments operate COS programs: Clallam, Clark, Cowlitz, Island, 
Jefferson, King, Kitsap, Lewis, Pierce, Snohomish, Spokane, and Whatcom. Grant County is in the 
process of establishing a COS program. Several counties report interest in offering COS but face 
barriers such as limited community partners, few eligible youth, or insufficient funding through 
the state block grant. 

 

Program Benefits 
Departments speak highly of COS, reporting strong completion rates and high family satisfaction. 
One frontline staff member shared the program’s impact: “We see COS as a competency builder. 
They are learning about communication, learning about boundaries, learning that they can set some goals 
and stick to them instead of going through life saying, ‘Whatever happens today happens today’.” A 
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benefit-cost analysis found that COS saves taxpayers $5,366 per participant and reduces 
recidivism by approximately 3.5%.144 

Departments emphasize the value of connecting youth and families with community 
programs during COS. Community partners report that they welcome the opportunity to work with 
youth in a focused, structured environment. Staff note that many families engage in meaningful 
conversations for the first time and gain a clearer understanding of their child’s developmental 
needs. One department shared the following participant comments: 

• “I thought everything was informative and fun. I was pleasantly surprised by how 
helpful this was.” 

• “It was a great reminder about how the brain reenforces pathways and thinking about 
ways to reenforce corrections.” 

• “I thought today was well worth it. I learned so much and hopefully will move forward 
and help my son.” 

 
Some department leaders view COS as so effective that they would like moderate- and high-risk 
youth to also have access. Clark County has already broadened its COS program to include 
referred youth through informal police referrals initiated by school resource officers. 

 

Functional Family Therapy 
 

Overview 

• FFT is an evidence-based, family-centered therapy intervention delivered by 
certified therapists. 

• FFT serves youth assessed on a risk assessment as moderate- or high-risk, and who 
present current, changeable family needs. 

• Therapists typically meet with families in their homes for 12–14 sessions over a 3–4-
month period. 

• FFT uses a strength-based, relational model that helps families identify areas in 
need of support, build motivation for change, and work toward clear, achievable 
goals. The program focuses on reducing conflict, strengthening protective factors, 
and decreasing a youth’s likelihood of future criminal behavior. 

 
144 WSIPP, 2024a 
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Counties Offering FFT 
FFT is currently offered in 24 courts: Benton-Franklin, Chelan, Clark, Cowlitz, Ferry-Stevens-Pend 
Oreille, Grays Harbor, Island, Jefferson, King, Klickitat, Kitsap, Lewis, Lincoln, Mason, Okanogan, 
Pierce, Skagit, Skamania, Snohomish, Spokane, Thurston, Walla Walla-Columbia, Whitman, and 
Yakima. 

Not all courts offer FFT to diversion youth due limited block grant funding or diversion 
agreements that end before families can complete the 12-week intervention. Some courts are 
also reluctant to have diversion youth complete risk assessments for fear of over-exposing youth 
to court procedures or formal interactions. These assessments are necessary for youth and 
families to participate in FFT (see Risk Evaluation and Dedicated Diversion funding for more.) 

 

Program Benefits 
Despite these challenges, many courts report interest in expanding FFT access for diversion 
youth. Leaders and staff highlight the program’s effectiveness, noting that in-home therapy 
increases engagement and makes participation more feasible. Staff also report that family 
problems often play a large role in diversion referrals and drive behavior that leads to a referral.  

Staff and prosecutors see family support as one of the most effective interventions 
available to diversion youth. As one staff member explained, “Most of the time I feel awful because, 
as courts, yes, you do work with the parent, but mainly you’re working with the kid. And if you don’t change 
the mind of the parents and if you’re not connected with that adult, things are not going to change. The 
environment is going to be exactly the same. So, you have to be working with the whole family to see 
different outcomes.” 

 

Individual – Alternative Choice Training 
 

Overview 

• i-ACT is a “promising program” 145 that supports youth in developing self-control, 
social skills, and problem-solving skills to improve how they respond to challenges. 

• Youth participate in one-on-one sessions with a trained probation counselor who 
uses research-backed approaches and principles of cognitive behavioral therapy. 

• The program is intended for moderate- and high-risk youth. 

 
145 Promising programs are approaches that “show promising results but require further evaluation to determine 
whether they can be considered evidence based.” (WA DCYF, 2023) 
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Courts Offering i-ACT 
Nineteen courts have staff trained in i-ACT, although most provide it only to youth on probation. 
Benton-Franklin, Grant, Jefferson, and Kittitas counties also use i-ACT with diversion youth. 

 

Program Benefits 
Staff report that the program’s structure enables practical, skill-building conversations that help 
youth strengthen their capabilities over time. Each county adapts i-ACT for diversion by narrowing 
topics and streamlining lessons to focus on youths’ immediate needs. Grant County is currently 
piloting a more formalized version of this adapted model. 

 

Teen Court 
 

Overview 

• Three counties—Kitsap, Skagit, and Whatcom—operate Teen Courts for diversion 
youth.  

• These programs run during the school year and mirror a traditional courtroom, with 
teen volunteers serving in all roles.  

• Adults, juvenile department staff, and volunteer judges provide oversight.  

• Teen Courts follow a restorative-justice framework centered on accountability and 
repairing harm to the community.  

 

 

Counties Offering Teen Court 
In Whatcom County, youth frequently participate in Teen Court for their second or third diversion. 
The program typically facilitates “hearings” for two to four youth each month. Staff from 
Northwest Youth Services (NWS) coordinate proceedings and supervise youth as they complete 
their diversion conditions. In Whatcom, NWS staff function as the frontline diversion staff who 
supervise the agreements. 

In Kitsap and Skagit counties, juvenile department staff supervise youth as they complete 
their Teen Court agreements. Kitsap runs a smaller program, usually serving one youth a month. 
The Skagit program operates at a scale similar to the Whatcom program. 

 

https://www.nwys.org/teen-court
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Program Benefits 

Teen Court staff report that peer involvement can have a powerful impact: “A [diversion 
youth] came through Teen Court, and one of the jury volunteers wrote them a little card that said 
something along the lines of, ‘Thank you for being here. I think you’re really brave. Just letting you know 
how much we care about you.’ I gave the card to the youth and they started crying, and said, ‘No one says 
this me.’ The kindness of it. Then it became a connection between this person after the hearing. Validation 
can happen in so many different ways. It speaks to me the impact students can have on each other.” 

 

Other Court Programs 

Gardens | Thurston and Asotin-Garfield juvenile departments run garden programs. Youth can 
plant, water, and weed the gardens to meet their diversion conditions and complete community 
restitution hours. In Asotin-Garfield, the garden grows ingredients for salsa. Frontline staff hope to 
teach youth how to make salsa at the end of the season. 

Thurston’s Give Back Garden is a positive youth development program. It is described as 
“an opportunity for youth to master new skills and develop a positive work ethic. Along with 
gardening, the youth work on social skills, positive interactions with peers, and problem-solving 
skills. The garden project also provides the youth opportunities to give back to their community by 
delivering fresh produce to our local food bank and volunteering at the food bank warehouse.” 

 

Girls Council/Boys Council | Adams County Juvenile Department runs structured support groups 
for girls and boys involved in the juvenile legal system. These groups aim to “counteract social 
and interpersonal forces that impede growth and development by promoting an emotionally safe 
setting where they can develop caring relationships with others and be their own voice.” Youth 
often stay engaged in the groups, and frontline staff report some youth continue to attend even 
after they have completed diversion or probation. 

At the end of each Council season, staff take the group on a trip to a nearby city to visit an 
educational site and to do something fun, such as bowling or going to the zoo. One staff member 
said they enjoy helping youth visit new places and have new experiences, believing that a youth’s 
“level of exposure determines their level of success.” 

 

Mentoring | Island County is beginning to build a mentorship program for youth on diversion and 
probation. The department recently hired a staff member to coordinate the program. Youth will 
meet with this staff member one-on-one and take part in positive youth development activities. 
The department also plans to expand the program by recruiting young adult volunteers from the 
community. Lewis County also operates a mentoring program.  

https://www.thurstoncountywa.gov/departments/superior-court/court/juvenile-court/youth-development-program
https://www.co.adams.wa.gov/227/Juvenile-Services
https://www.co.adams.wa.gov/227/Juvenile-Services
https://lewiscountywa.gov/departments/mentorship-program/
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Educational & Reflective Requirements 
Juvenile departments can ask youth to complete educational and reflective activities during 
diversion. These tasks are common in counties with few community partners or court programs. 
Some courts include online classes and essays in most diversion agreements. Activities such as 
writing apology letters, creative projects, worksheets, and journaling, are used less often. 

 

Online Classes | Classes teach skills such as anger management and healthy communication, or 
cover information on topics like theft prevention and vaping. Private companies including 3rd 
Millenium or Truth Initiative provide these courses. Classes are often 4 hours in duration, include 
short quizzes or reflective exercises, and cost approximately $50. Several courts pay the full cost. 
A few courts ask families if paying would be a hardship and cover the fee if needed. 

 

Essays | Youth can be assigned essays that ask them to research laws related to their alleged 
offense, explain why those laws exist, or describe why following them matters. Other essays may 
ask youth to summarize the effects of substance use or reflect on their goals and future. Staff 
often give youth community restitution credit for their essays. 

 

Apology Letters | Departments can require youth to write apology letters to reflect on the initial 
incident, the reasons behind their decisions, the impact of their actions, and the steps they intend 
to take moving forward. Staff provide written guidelines outlining the content expected. In most 
situations, only frontline staff and youth see the letter; however, in rare instances, and only with 
the young person’s permission, staff may share it with the harmed party. 

 

Creative Activities | Frontline staff can assign creative or artistic projects, such as vision boards, 
collages, or community-focused art projects. For example, in order to reduce language barriers, 
one staff member assigned a collage to a youth who spoke Spanish. Another staff member had a 
young person watch a video about spreading joy through public art. The youth painted positive 
phrases on small rocks and placed them around their city. 

 

Worksheets & Journaling | Staff use worksheets and journalling less often, but they report youth 
find them helpful. Walla Walla-Columbia staff use worksheets to guide conversations about 
building skills to make better decisions angry and effective goal setting. San Juan staff sometimes 
ask youth to complete short journal exercises at home or during meetings. These prompts help 
youth reflect on various parts of their lives and build a positive view of themselves. 

https://3rdmil.com/juvenile-top-courses/
https://3rdmil.com/juvenile-top-courses/
https://truthinitiative.org/vaping-curriculum
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Behavioral Expectations 
Diversion agreements can include expectations for youth behavior. All juvenile departments 
include location limits and no-contact rules when they relate to the details of the alleged offense. 
Expectations such as school attendance, check-ins, curfews, and following house rules appear 
less often across the state. Juvenile departments that use general behavior rules often apply them 
to every youth on diversion. 

 
 

Offense Related 

• Location Restrictions | Youth must avoid places where they were trespassed 
because of the alleged offense (e.g., Walmart after a theft allegation). 

• No Contact | Youth must not contact certain people connected to the alleged 
offense (e.g., a peer harmed in an alleged assault). 

 
 

 

General 

• School Attendance 

• Checking in with frontline staff 

• Curfew 

• Following House Rules | Youth must follow their parent/guardian’s rules at home. 
Frontline staff talk with families during the initial diversion meeting to make sure 
house rules are reasonable. 
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Restitution 
 

Overview 

• Youth may be required to pay restitution as part of their diversion agreement,146  

• Departments report that restitution is uncommon.  

• Departments can only order restitution for actual financial losses.  

• Frontline staff typically contact the harmed party, explain their right to request 
restitution, and collect the necessary claim forms.  

• Departments can extend diversion periods for an additional six months to allow 
youth additional time to make payments. 

 

Challenges 

Parents Often Pay Restitution | Frontline staff report that parents often pay restitution. One staff 
person advises harmed parties that youth may not be able to repay the full amount and suggests 
requesting community service instead. 
 
Restitution can Impact Diversion Recommendations | Prosecutors may be more likely to file 
charges when the monetary loss is high because they believe the traditional court process 
increases the chance of harmed parties receiving payment.  
 
Administrative Difficulties | Unpaid restitution can also create administrative difficulties. Clerk 
offices normally track restitution through a court case number, but charges are not filed with 
diversions (see Post-File Diversions for exceptions). Diversions with unpaid restitution can remain 
open for extended periods, and an incomplete diversion remains on a youth’s criminal record. 
 

Other Approaches to Restitution 

Pierce County juvenile department and the King County Youth Diversion and Intervention Program 
maintain specific restitution funds to compensate harmed parties for losses and damages.147 In 
line with these funds, Alizadeh et al. (2025) provide a detailed overview of victim compensation 
recommendations to support youth and harmed parties through diversion. 

 
146 Diversion restitution is outlined in RCW 18.40.080 2(b), 4, 5(c), and 16. “Community restitution” is a much broader 
term that applies to all diversion conditions. Restitution here refers to financial compensation for losses. 
147 Pierce’s diversion restitution fund is grant funded. KCYDI’s fund is county funded. 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.080
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Youth Feedback 
Pierce and King County juvenile departments have begun collecting feedback from youth who 
participate in diversion. Both departments are continuing to refine their processes as they work to 
balance their desire to improve diversion practices with the practical challenges of administering 
surveys.  

The questionnaires ask youth to reflect on their diversion experience: if it improved their 
communication skills, family relationships, future orientation, and sense of self. They also seek to 
understand youths’ firsthand experiences, including whether the programs felt culturally 
responsive and respectful.  

Surveys are optional, and youth can successfully complete diversion without responding. 
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Conditions Summary 
 

 Examples Frequency 

Community Service 
Volunteering in the community 

(schools, fair ground, non-profits), 
coordinated projects 

Most common 

Mental Health Counseling, evaluation, 
treatments outlined by providers 

Common 

Substance Use 
Evaluation,  

treatments outlined by providers, 
drug tests, abstaining from use 

Common 

Court Programs COS, FFT, i-ACT, gardens, 
mentoring Common 

Educational &  
Reflective 
Requirements 

Essays, online classes, apology 
letters, creative projects, 

worksheets, journaling 

Often, particularly in 
departments with limited 

programming 

Behavioral 
Expectations 

No-contact with harmed parties,* 
location restrictions,* 

curfew,** follow home rules,** 
school attendance,** 

checking in with staff** 

*Offense specific (common) 
**General (less common) 

Restitution 
Financial repayment to harmed 
parties that experienced loss or 

damages 

Rare, 
two departments have 
victim restitution funds 

Youth Feedback Brief survey at the end of diversion Rare, two departments 
collect youth feedback 
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CHAPTER 7 | OTHER COMMON FEATURES 
 

This chapter highlights four aspects of youths’ diversion experiences:  

1. Structural features (length, felony eligibility, and Community Accountability Boards) 

2. Youth demographics 

3. Key diversion roles  

4. Barriers 

 

 

Key Takeaways 

• Juvenile prosecutors and departments are open to diverting some Class C felonies. 

• State law caps diversion agreements at 6 months, although most courts set 3–6-month 
durations, and courts commonly grant extensions for youth to complete conditions. 

• Community accountability boards (CABs) were once common, but now only three 
jurisdictions operate them. 

• Courts report that youths’ experiences in life and diversion are shaped by race and 
ethnicity, poverty, trauma, age, gender, mental health, and disability. 

• Victim involvement in diversion is generally minimal, although some jurisdictions, such 
as Clark and the King County (through the King County Youth Diversion and Intervention 
Program), have programs to strengthen victim voice and restorative participation. 

• Probation counselors play a vital role in diversion. Defense attorneys and judges are 
less involved. 

• Parents’ perspectives can vary. Most are supportive. Some want more punitive 
responses, feel burdened by diversion requirements, or disengage entirely. Staff 
emphasize supporting youth without penalizing them for parental limitations. 

• Barriers to successful diversion include transportation limitations, limited parent 
availability, language access challenges, and insurance obstacles for required 
evaluations. Courts try to mitigate these barriers. 
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Felony Offenses 
 

Overview 

• Courts across the state vary in their approaches to diverting felony offenses.  

• Most report that felony diversions are rare, and some prosecutors state they 
would never divert a felony.  

• In certain jurisdictions, prosecutors reduce a felony alleged offense to a 
comparable gross misdemeanor to simplify future process if the court 
terminates the diversion.148  

• Other prosecutors only consider diverting a felony referral when the behavior 
appears unlikely to escalate. 

• Juvenile departments generally express more openness than prosecutors to 
diverting some felony referrals. This difference may reflect varying levels of 
familiarity with diversion practices and with risk- and needs-based approaches 
to youth behavior. 

 

 

Prosecutor & Department Thinking about Felony Diversion 

Across the state, three main themes characterize how courts think about felony diversion.  

 

Openness to Diverting Low-Level Felonies 
Prosecutors share that they are most willing to divert Class C felonies149 when they believe the 
offense caused limited harm. They discussed situations involving property-related conduct or 
when a youth takes a family member’s vehicle without permission.  

Staff note that offenses such as Malicious Mischief 2, Robbery 2, or Burglary 2 can legally 
qualify as felonies yet may still be appropriate for diversion. Some prosecutors will consider these 
referrals only when they believe the youth poses no public-safety risk, while others report they will 
never divert referrals involving firearms. 

 

 
148 Quote from a juvenile prosecutor: “I don’t like to charge felony offenses, so I charge the analog non-felony offense. 
For instance, if it’s an Assault 3 and I want to divert it, I’m going to do Assault 4 and then I’ll send it to diversion. If it’s a 
Taking a Motor Vehicle and its mom’s or dad’s car, I might charge that as a Theft 3, an analog. The reason why is that it 
is confusing if you divert something that is a felony because does it implicate DNA, does it take away the firearm 
rights? Of course it doesn't. But sometimes things can get weird and I don’t want it coming back later and having 
someone be denied their firearm rights because they did something stupid when they were 14.” 
149 See LegalClarity Team, 2026a 
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Victims Concerns 
Prosecutors expressed hesitancy to divert felony referrals because they want to ensure that 
victims’ rights and experiences are respected. Some report that they require explicit victim 
support before considering felony diversion. Others raised concerns that diversion lacks certain 
safety mechanisms, such as enforceable no-contact orders available through probation, which 
they view as important for protecting harmed parties. 

 
Emphasizing Risk or Charge Severity 
Conversations about felony diversion often reveal a key divide in how courts think about diversion: 

• Courts focus on the severity of the charge and maintain that courts should limit 
diversion to misdemeanors or gross misdemeanors. Prosecutors in these jurisdictions 
prefer alternative legal mechanisms, such as probation or deferred disposition, for felony 
referrals, believing these options provide stronger accountability. 

• Courts focus on youths’ needs and risk factors over the charge itself. These courts are 
more willing to consider diverting felony referrals, and staff report that diversion can be 
appropriate when sufficient resources are available to address the youth’s underlying 
needs. One staff member explained, “Not everyone, just because they have a felony, needs to 
go through the system.” 

 

 

Note | In recent years, King County’s Prosecuting Attorney’s Office (PAO) and Restorative 
Community Pathways (RCP) have diverted some felony-level referrals. A 2025 evaluation 
found that youth diverted to RCP with felony-level referrals had a 52% recidivism rate after 
24 months. Following the study, the King County PAO released a detailed response memo 
and paused felony diversions.150 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
150 Radil, 2025 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/53c31c5ce4b053fc7d131b18/t/6890e5347181c512a4b0abda/1754326324174/kc_report.pdf
https://kuow-prod.imgix.net/store/cd19f52dcdb354469da6d27b12b2ff03.pdf
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Length & Deadlines 
 

Overview 

• State law limits diversion agreements to a maximum duration of six months.151  

• Most juvenile departments set their agreements to last between three and six 
months.  

• Some courts incorporate interim deadlines, such as requiring youth to schedule a 
mental-health evaluation within the first month, to ensure there is sufficient time 
for treatment follow-up appointments.  

• Other courts set five-month agreements and use the sixth month as a buffer to 
support youth in completing remaining conditions. 

 
Frontline staff report that extensions are frequently granted to allow youth additional time to meet 
their requirements. Juvenile departments can approve extensions administratively, or a judge may 
order them during a termination review hearing. See Successful Completion for more information. 

Staff also report closing diversions early when youth complete all requirements ahead of 
schedule. Staff view early closure as an incentive that encourages youth to finish promptly. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
151 RCW 13.40.080(5)(a) 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.40.080
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Community Accountability Boards (CABs)  
 

 

Overview 

• CABs are groups of trained adult community volunteers who meet with diversion 
youth and their families, review the alleged offense(s), and develop diversion 
agreements. 

• Three courts currently use CABs: King County Juvenile Court Services, Pierce 
County, and Skamania County. 

• CABs were included in early diversion statutes, and many courts used them 
prior to the COVID-19 pandemic.  

• During the pandemic, recruitment and coordination became difficult, volunteer 
participation declined, and many juvenile departments disbanded their CABs 
and brought diversion agreements and supervision “in house.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

King County Juvenile Court Services and Pierce County use structured models with dedicated 
volunteer training and management oversight. These CABs connect youth to community 
resources and involve community members in supervising the diversion process with juvenile 
department oversight. In Skamania, department leadership and staff coordinate the CAB and rely 
on longstanding community volunteers. In interviews, several department leaders expressed 
interest in restarting their CAB programs. 

Department leaders and frontline staff report that past CAB agreements occasionally 
diverged from current youth-development best practices. For example, staff report that some 
agreements imposed many hours of community service or varied significantly across youth. 
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Youth Demographics 
Department staff report that diversion youth, compared to youth in other court programs, most 
closely reflect the general population: “Diversion is the place where we get the most representative 
sample of what happens in the juvenile court. The fact that these are a lot of first timers, misdemeanors, 
you are going to draw from a broader base.” For many young people, particularly those in mandatory 
diversion, the diversion process is their first and last contact with the juvenile court. While race 
and ethnicity emerged most frequently in these discussions, staff identified several additional 
factors that influence youths’ experiences. 

 

• Poverty | Several staff named economic hardship as one of the most significant factors 
shaping youths’ experiences. Staff report youth living in poverty often had limited access to 
after-school activities, difficulty obtaining transportation, and, in some situations, exposure 
to the effects of intergenerational poverty and substance use. 

• Age | Youth under age 12 may lack the legal capacity to participate in diversion. Staff also 
report challenges finding community service opportunities for younger teens. Several staff 
observed that recent groups of diversion youth are less developmentally mature than those 
seen before the COVID-19 pandemic. 

• Mental Health & Trauma | Staff frequently described diversion youth as having elevated 
levels of anxiety, depression, and other mental health concerns. They also noted an 
increase in these issues after the COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, staff discussed how 
system-involved youth experienced past and/or active trauma that shaped their 
involvement in alleged offense and their participation on diversion. 

• Gender | Staff in three courts reported emerging concerns related to girls on diversion, 
including more serious alleged offenses, possible gang affiliation, and an elevated risk of 
sex trafficking. Staff also described concerns for boys, particularly regarding gang 
recruitment and the effects of growing up without fathers. 

• Sexuality | Some staff linked family conflict to a young person’s experience of coming out or 
transitioning. More often, they observed that youth were still learning appropriate sexual 
boundaries or behavior, and believed that some alleged offenses stemmed from limited 
education and skills. 

• Disability | Staff discussed disability in relation to a youth’s ability to participate in diversion 
(i.e., legal competency) or to complete required conditions. They explained that they 
choose conditions that they believe youth can successfully complete. 
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Race & Ethnicity 
Department staff and leaders described several ways that race and ethnicity shape the 
experiences of diversion youth. 

 

• Gang Association & Involvement | Staff discussed this issue more than any other. Counties 
in central Washington—Yakima, Grant, Chelan, Douglas, and Adams—reported active gang 
networks and related concerns in their communities. Other courts said gang activity was 
beginning to emerge but had not yet grown into a major problem. Staff also note that gang 
involvement affects youth on probation more than youth in diversion. Courts emphasized 
that effective prevention programs are rare and hard to establish or maintain. The Walk 
About Yakima restorative justice program works to reduce gun violence by engaging 
individuals at high risk of victimization. As part of its broader prevention efforts, the program 
also occasionally works with diversion youth. 

• Language Barriers | Some diversion youth, and more often their families, experience 
barriers when services are not available in the languages they speak. See the Barriers 
section for additional information. 

• Immigration Enforcement Concerns | Staff observe that recent immigration enforcement 
actions near courthouses created fear for some youth and families. Families may avoid in-
person meetings at juvenile department offices. Staff also questioned if this fear 
contributed to their difficulty in making contact with certain youth or families. 

 

General Approaches to Race & Ethnicity 
 

We observe that staff described two general approaches to addressing race and 
ethnicity in diversion programs. 

1. Universal Approaches | Departments that take a universal approach create 
consistent diversion expectations for all youth, regardless of race or ethnicity. Staff 
discuss the limited diversity within their communities, how they are reducing racial 
bias through ongoing training, and the fact that youth rarely request culturally 
specific resources. 

2. Culturally-Specific Approaches | Other departments tailor their programs to meet 
the needs of minoritized youth. These courts often partner with community 
organizations that reflect the cultural backgrounds of the youth they serve. They use 
data to identify and address racial or ethnic disparities in their diversion programs. 

https://cpcocw.org/walk-about-yakima/
https://cpcocw.org/walk-about-yakima/
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Native Youth in Diversion 
In interviews, researchers asked juvenile departments to describe how they work with Native 
youth and tribal communities. Most courts report that few Native or tribal-affiliated youth are 
referred to their court, meaning few participate in diversion.152 

 

Culturally-Specific Conditions 
Department staff explained that they may include culturally specific requirements in diversion 
agreements for Native youth. Staff and youth develop these requirements together, and youth 
initiate these requests. Examples include participating in tribal mental health or substance-use 
services or completing community service by volunteering with Native organizations or tribal 
elders. One staff member described driving a Native youth to counseling services in their tribal 
community. 

Okanogan County is a notable exception. Its juvenile jurisdiction overlaps with the Colville 
Tribe’s land, and the juvenile department works closely with tribal members. Staff seek culturally 
relevant opportunities for diversion youth and use the Colville Tribal Peacemaker Circle for both 
Native and non-Native youth on diversion. 

 

Native Jurisdiction 
Some indigenous communities operate their own legal systems for juvenile offenses that 

occur in tribal areas or that involve youth who are tribal members. Juvenile departments report 
having limited knowledge of how tribal systems respond to youth in ways comparable to 
diversion. All courts said that they coordinate with tribal communities when tribal youth take part 
in court processes. See the Limitations section for additional information on Native jurisdictions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
152 It is important to note that staff are referring to the total number of Native youth on diversion. Rates of diversion, 
based on county’s youth Native population may differ. See WSCCR’s Juvenile Court dashboard for diversion rates by 
race. 

https://www.cct-pmc.com/
https://www.courts.wa.gov/caseload/dashboard/v4/JuvenileCourt.html
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Key Diversion Roles  

 

Victims 
 

Overview 

• Staff report that victims or harmed parties have limited involvement in diversion. 

• When a court diverts a referral, the prosecutor or juvenile department staff 
contact harmed parties to ask if they would like to write a victim impact statement 
or request restitution. According to frontline staff and prosecutors, this brief 
outreach is typically the only victim involvement in diversion. 

• Several courts offer victim-offender meetings, where youth and harmed parties 
can talk about the incident and discuss repair. Staff noted meetings have become 
less common; since COVID-19 fewer harmed parties have requested them. 

• Some staff expressed concern that diversion limits victims’ voices because 
referrals move out of the traditional system. They felt this issue was particularly 
salient for felony or discretionary diversions. 

 

 

Court-Specific Victim Programs 

Two courts have created programs to strengthen victim involvement in diversion. 

 

Clark County Victim Impact Program 
In Clark County, the Victim Impact Program assigns a staff member to speak directly with harmed 
parties, learn about their experiences, and identify viable options for repair. Staff share this 
information with probation counselors, who use it to guide diversion agreements.  

Victim Coordinators describe how most people support diversion: “In general, the vast 
majority of diversions that we are calling on, the victims are incredibly responsive and they support those 
diversions. Most of them will make comments to the effect of, ‘Oh, I remember when I was 15 and did 
some dumb things,’ or ‘Kids make mistakes,’ and ‘Yeah, gosh, those poor parents, too.’ So, our victims, by 
and large, are a very compassionate group of people, upset certainly, but compassionate, nonetheless. 
More often than not they want to know what we're doing as a court to help these kids and get them the 
services they need.” 

 

 

https://clark.wa.gov/juvenile-court/victim-impact-programvip
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King County Youth Diversion and Intervention Program 
Diversion practices within the King County Youth Diversion and Intervention Program intentionally 
incorporate opportunities for victim involvement. Harmed parties may receive financial 
compensation for direct losses through a dedicated restitution fund, rather than from the young 
person participating in diversion. Victims may also engage in the programs and services available 
to youth in diversion, ensuring their needs and perspectives remain central to the process.  

Staff describe their approach as an extension of their restorative justice approach: 
“Restorative justice is about the entire community, which includes the person harmed and the person who 
caused the harm and trying to repair the damage there. When we are talking about juveniles, we don’t 
think it has to be just the juvenile child who does the work of repairing the harm. That the community, too, 
has a role in repairing the harm for the victim because the community had a role in setting up an 
environment where this child may have not had their needs met or protective factors were absent that led 
to this happening. It’s a shared responsibility to repair harm.... Whatever services or supports we’re 
offering for the person who caused the harm, we need to match that equally to make sure the same 
services and supports are offered to the harmed party.” 

 

Probation Counselors 
 

Overview 

• Juvenile probation counselors (JPCs) are responsible for overseeing diversions.153  

• In small- and medium-sized courts, most counselors supervise both youth in 
diversion and youth on probation. In larger courts, juvenile probation counselors 
(JPCs) may work exclusively with diversion youth. 

• Courts can organize caseloads by region, allowing counselors to focus on specific 
communities and increase opportunities for in-person engagement. 

• The professional background of JPCs has shifted over time. According to one 
department leader, many newly hired staff now hold social-work training rather 
than the more traditional criminal-legal backgrounds common in previous 
decades. As long-time staff retire, department leaders can recruit individuals 
whose skills and approach align with their values. 

 

 
153 Some court administrators also oversee diversions. Three courts have arrangements with community partners who 
oversee diversions: Teen Court in Whatcom County, Our Sister’s House in Pierce County, and the King County Youth 
Diversion and Intervention Program/Restorative Community Pathways program affiliated with the King County 
Prosecuting Attorney’s Office. Community volunteers oversee diversions routed through CABs that are coordinated 
through King and Pierce juvenile departments. 
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Specialized Caseloads 
JPCs may also specialize in areas such as complex mental health needs or cases involving 
sexually motivated offenses. Youth with such needs are intentionally matched with JPCs trained 
in these areas. Benton-Franklin, King County Juvenile Court Services, Snohomish, and Spokane 
counties employ specialized caseload models. 

Pierce County operates a specialized diversion and probation program, Pathways 
Diversion, which serves youth at heightened risk of deeper involvement in the criminal legal 
system. The program provides prioritized mentorship, increased staff support, and the option for 
an extended diversion agreement. Youth may be eligible based on factors including early system 
involvement, frequent referrals, alleged or established gang involvement, generational exposure 
to the criminal legal system. 

 

Judges 
 

Overview 

• Judges have a limited role in the day-to-day administration of diversion. 

• Their primary involvement occurs during termination hearings, at which court staff 
report on a youth’s progress in completing diversion requirements. The judge 
determines whether to grant additional time or to terminate the diversion. If a 
diversion is terminated, the referral returns to the prosecutor for potential filing.  

• Frontline staff noted that judges generally grant extensions but may end a diversion 
after one or more continuances. 

• Judges also preside over the initial hearing for post-file diversion. 

• Staff emphasized that judges can play an influential role in shaping their court’s 
broader approach to diversion. They note that judges mention diversion options 
during youth’s court appearances, while others encourage a diversion-oriented 
culture more broadly. 

• It is important to note that judges were not interviewed for this report. 
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Defense Attorneys 
 

Overview 

• In most counties, defense attorneys play a limited role in diversion. 

• Youth have a statutory right to an attorney, as outlined in diversion law.  
Frontline staff inform all youth of this right during the initial diversion meeting.  

• Most youth do not exercise this right. They sign a waiver declining representation. 

• Some youth choose to meet with an attorney (see Youth Opt into Court). When this 
occurs, staff connect the youth and family with the local defense office.154 

• According to frontline staff, most defense attorneys support diversion and typically 
advise their clients to accept the recommended agreement. 

 

Concerns 
Staff in several counties report that delays in youth-attorney meetings can slow the start of 
diversion, prompting some courts to develop procedures for checking on the status of 
attorney reviews.  

Defense attorneys can take a more active role and raise concerns about local diversion 
practices. This is true in several jurisdictions. Staff report that defense attorneys question the use 
of risk assessments and object to youth describing their role in the alleged offense, noting that 
this information can potentially be used against them if their diversion is later terminated. Staff 
also discussed how attorneys expressed concern that apology letters could negatively affect a 
young person’s future criminal case. 

Another issue raised was the possibility that youth lack sufficient legal representation 
during termination hearings, with one individual arguing that all youth should have appointed 
counsel given the implications for their rights, future court involvement, and record. 

Two defense attorneys were interviewed for this report. However, this section primarily 
reflects the perspectives of juvenile department staff. Additional engagement with defense 
attorneys may provide other insight. 

 

 
154 When a youth chooses diversion after consulting with counsel, they generally enter a post-filing diversion.  
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Parents 
 

Overview 

• When talking with frontline staff, parent155 involvement came up often.  

• Most parents actively support their child during diversion by driving them to 
appointments or helping them arrange community service.  

• While less common, parents may come into an initial diversion meeting already 
experiencing difficulties with their child’s mental health or school attendance. 
These parents often look to frontline staff for help connecting to services. 

• HB 1319 changed state law so that parents can no longer refuse diversion on their 
child’s behalf. Frontline staff follow this rule, but, in practice, family dynamics still 
shape the diversion experience. 

• It is important to note that parents were not interviewed for this report. This section 
reflects prosecutor and department staff perspectives. 

 
 
 

Staff also discussed how some parents can become frustrated with diversion; we detail these 
themes below. It is important to note that the majority of parents are supportive of diversion, but 
those who are frustrated or obstinate pose a challenge for diversion youth and staff. 
 
Parents who want more punishment and court involvement. 
Many frontline staff said some parents want diversion to feel more like probation, with stricter 
oversight or even the possibility of detention when their child does not follow the rules. These 
parents often feel that the juvenile system is too lenient, particularly in comparison to the 
punishments they believe they would have faced at their child’s age. 

Some parents want the court to require many community service hours to keep their child 
busy or to monitor school attendance more closely. 

One staff member said some parents feel overwhelmed and want the court “to be the bad 
guy” because they struggle to set rules at home. Another staff member noted that parents who 
appear punitive may have already dealt with difficult behavior for a long time before their child 
became system-involved and feel frustrated when diversion seems too “light.” 

 
155 This section also applies to guardians responsible for diversion youth. For brevity, we use the term parents. 
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Most staff explain to parents early on how diversion works and how it differs from 
probation. They try to set clear expectations for what the court will and will not do. Staff say they 
do not add harsher conditions just because a parent requests it. They are, however, receptive to 
parent input when they ask for resources or when staff believe the parent is trying to support their 
child’s success. 

 
Parents who feel punished for their child’s behavior. 
Parents can feel burdened by diversion requirements, which can require them to take time off 
work or drive their child to appointments. They believe these obligations shift accountability from 
the youth to the family. 

Staff said this frustration can come up with Coordination of Services, which is typically 
held on weekends or evening to ensure parent attendance. Parents can also resist joining family 
counseling programs such as Functional Family Therapy or local informal diversion programs, 
citing time constraints, fear of being blamed, or discomfort discussing their own issues. 

Staff try to lower these barriers by creating conditions that youth can complete 
independently or by giving youth rides when possible. When parents strongly resist therapy, staff 
shift to individual counseling for the youth. 

Even so, many staff say they try to support the whole family, because family relationships 
play a significant role in youth behavior. As one juvenile department leader explained: “A lot of 
parents say, ‘You fix them,’ and we say, ‘No. We want you to be part of this!’” 
 

Parents who desire to disengage almost completely.  
In some situations, parents may ask the court to place their child in detention, even for prolonged 
periods. One prosecutor summarized their experience with this dynamic: “A common theme I see 
frequently, it is a situation with a parent and a child. A parent in an Assault 4 or Malicious Mischief 3 
situation will call the cops because the child pushed a T.V. down because a parent took away the [video 
game]. It’s a parenting issue more than a criminal matter. The parents honestly believe their child should 
be held in detention until they are 18. That’s something that comes up almost daily in my office. 

“I think the parents are uninterested in parenting their kids. They could be tired. I see it in situations 
where a new family has kind of taken shape—a new parent, a new step parent, a younger sibling—and this 
older sibling is causing so many problems and if they could just not have to deal with them they could have 
a happy life, is the sense I get. If I send my kid to detention they are going to fix them for me.” 

Parental disengagement also shows up when youth are released from detention and 
parents refuse to pick them up. This creates difficult situations and youth may stay detained 
longer than necessary until safe, age-appropriate arrangements can be made. 
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Impact of the HB 1391 Elimination of Parent Refusal 
Most frontline staff said HB 1319 has not meaningfully changed their day-to-day diversion work 
because most parents support, or at least do not block, diversion. 

One staff member described how they handle the few situations of parents refusing to 
participate: “Every once in a while we'll get a parent who just flat out does not want to do a diversion and 
we do not let that be a thing. We would never let the parents make the decision. If the kid is eligible in every 
way except the parents are not on board, we’re going to do the meeting. I even had one time where the 
parent wouldn’t sign the contract and I was like okay. My signature is on there. The kid’s signature is on 
there. It’s a little hairy when they need a ride to a place and the parents like not gonna do that. We’ve had a 
couple of those.  

“But what the parents don’t understand is that we have a lot of latitude. I’m not going to hold a 
youth accountable because we had a day of work crew scheduled for him and mom refused to give a ride 
or dad refused to give a ride. That kid’s going to complete their diversion as substantially complete 
because they had no parental support. It’s never going to rebound on the kid the way the parent is hoping.” 
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Barriers 
Administrators, managers, and frontline staff report that youth across the state experience three 
main barriers when they participate in diversion: transportation difficulties, limited parent 
availability, and lack of language access. Department leaders and staff identified these barriers; 
youth may name other challenges. 

 

Transportation Difficulties 
Staff identified transportation as the most common barrier. Many counties cover large geographic 
areas—Okanogan County spans nearly 5,300 square miles—and most services are centralized in 
cities. 

Long travel times, limited public transportation, and financial challenges (e.g., the high 
cost of gas, unreliable cars, no access to a car, or not being able to afford driver’s education) 
make it difficult to attend in-person appointments. Age can also play a role. Even when public 
transit exists, some families are uncomfortable letting their child use it, or the youth may be too 
young to drive themselves. 

In response, frontline staff reduce in-person requirements, provide rides when possible, or 
offer gas cards when resources allow. 

 

Limited Parent Availability 
Youth may need support from their parents or another adult to complete requirements such as 
community service or counseling. They may need rides to appointments or help providing medical 
information for intake forms. When parents are working, disengaged, or frustrated about their 
child’s legal involvement, youth may struggle to get the support they need. 

Many frontline staff work to prevent youth from being penalized for a parent’s limited 
availability. Some staff check in more often with youth whose parents are less involved or adjust 
expectations so youth can complete diversion requirements on their own. As one staff member 
explained, “Kids aren’t sure how to navigate the world. When they are given a series of tasks, it 
can be daunting, especially without help. It’s important to get in touch with them. ‘What can I do 
to remove this barrier for you?’”  

Staff also report they do not close diversions as unsuccessful or terminate them when the 
barrier stems from the parent rather than the youth. However, this depends on staff knowing what 
is happening, and some youth may not feel comfortable sharing that their parent is unable or 
unwilling to support them.  
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Lack of Language Access 
Language barriers can make diversion harder, especially for parents who must navigate 
appointments or services that are not offered in languages they speak. Some community 
resources are only available in English, which limits the support to which staff can connect youth 
and families.  

One court also shared that offering programs such as Coordination of Services (COS) in 
both English and Spanish is challenging. The court does not have enough Spanish-speaking 
families to run a separate class, but it worries that translating an English-only class would not 
provide the same quality of experience. The cost of high-quality translation services can also be a 
barrier for courts, particularly when diversion-specific funding is limited. 

In counties with large Spanish-speaking communities, one or more frontline staff often 
speak Spanish and meet with youth and families in their preferred language. One staff member 
also shared that they call community providers ahead of time to ensure services will be available 
in Spanish or that a translator will be provided. Snohomish provides translators for their COS 
program and recently translated their diversion forms into Ukrainian, an emerging language need 
in their community. 

 

Insurance Coverage 
Youth can be required to receive mental health and substance use evaluations on diversion. 
Insurance coverage often creates barriers to these evaluations.  

Providers may not accept the family’s insurance, and families may not qualify for state 
insurance but also cannot afford private plans. Staff also report providers changing the insurance 
they accept without notice. In Skamania County, many providers accept only state insurance, 
which makes it difficult for families with private insurance to find services. 

Staff try to connect families with services covered by their insurance, but they still face 
logistical challenges with changing provider requirements. Some departments use local tax funds 
to help families pay for evaluations or treatment. Staff described insurance barriers as a 
persistent and frustrating problem. 
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Other Common Features Summary 

 Key Information 

Felony Offense 
• Rarely offered 

• Prosecutor & staff are open to diverting less serious, Class C felonies 

Agreement 
Length & 
Deadlines 

• Average length: 3–6 months 

• Extensions are frequently offered, when needed 

• Deadlines can be used to provide time structure for youth 

Community 
Accountability 
Boards 

• Three courts currently run CABs: King County Juvenile Court 
Services, Pierce County, Skamania County 

• Many CAB programs closed during and after COVID-19 

Demographics 
• Court staff identify poverty, age, and mental health issues as key 

demographic characteristics that shape diversion 

• Less discussed but important: gender, sexuality, disability 

Race & Ethnicity 
• Keys aspects of race/ethnicity that shape diversion: gang association 

/involvement, language barriers, immigration enforcement concerns 

• Two court approaches: universal or culturally-specific 

Native Youth 

• Most courts report that few Native or tribal-affiliated youth are 
referred to their court, meaning few participate in diversion 

• No Native-specific diversion programs in state courts 

• Native youth can participate in culturally-specific diversion activities 

Key Diversion 
Roles 

• Victims: limited role; some courts have specific programs 

• Probation Counselors: facilitate diversions 

• Judges: rarely involved; oversee termination hearings 

• Defense Attorneys: limited role; general diversion support 

• Parents: generally supportive; can be frustrated/resistant 

Barriers 

• Key barriers: transportation, lack of parent engagement, lack of 
language access, insurance barriers 

• Court staff work to lower or eliminate barriers in diversion 

• Barriers are reported by staff; youth may identify other issues 

 



   Chapter 8 | Discretionary Diversion 
 

153 
 

CHAPTER 8 | DISCRETIONARY DIVERSION 
 

Washington law states prosecutors “shall divert” a young person’s first alleged 
misdemeanor or gross misdemeanor referral.156 All Washington courts report that they follow 
this rule, and prosecutors say the criteria for mandatory diversion are clear. 

 

After a youth’s mandatory diversion, prosecutors and juvenile departments have broad 
discretion to divert later referrals. Every court follows the mandatory rule, but they differ 
in how often they use discretionary diversion. This chapter reviews these differences, 
outlining common practices and ways of thinking.  

 

Key Takeaways 
• Differences in discretionary diversion practices between courts are one of the four 

main sources of variation across the state.  
 

• Courts report rarely, regularly, or frequently offering discretionary diversions. 
 

• The seven courts that rarely offer discretionary diversions view: 
o Diversion as a one-time warning. 
o Later referrals as evidence that the mandatory diversion was ineffective. 
o Other types of court contact, such as deferred disposition, as reasonable options. 

 

• The nineteen courts that regularly offer discretionary diversions view: 
o Diversion as a warning and an effective intervention if youth are engaging. 
o Later referrals as normal behavior, unless there is escalation. 
o Other types of court contact as available but usually unnecessary for second and 

sometimes third referrals. 
 

• The seven courts that frequently offer discretionary diversions view: 
o Diversion as an effective intervention that reduces court contact and can increase 

a youth’s connection with the community 
o Later referrals as normal behavior (without escalation) or signs of unmet needs 
o Other types of court contact as an option only if youth cannot be served well 

through diversion. 

 
156 RCW 13.40.070(6) 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=13.40.070
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Juvenile Courts’ Discretionary & Informal Diversion Practices 

 

 
 
        Seven courts rarely offer discretionary diversions. 

 Youth are offered mandatory diversions but are rarely offered a second diversion. These   
 courts do not offer informal diversion, and most are located in Western Washington. 

 
        Nineteen courts regularly offer discretionary diversion. 

 These courts offer youth mandatory diversion and commonly offer a second diversion for a  
 second criminal referral. Third diversions are less common. Clark, Benton-Franklin, and  
 Spokane also offer informal diversion, meaning that a young person may have up to three or  
 four diversions (one informal, one mandatory, and one or two discretionary diversions). 

 
        Seven courts frequently offer discretionary diversion. 

 These courts commonly offer second and third diversions. Jefferson, King County Juvenile   
 Court Services, Pierce, and San Juan also have informal diversion programs, likely increasing  
 the total number of diversions these courts offer youth. 
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Note | The three categories (rare, regular, and frequent) are based on interview data from 
court administrators, staff, and prosecutors. Administrative data, available in the second 
HB 1391 report, will provide quantitative administrative data to verify these findings. 

 

Theoretical Examples 
Courts’ willingness to offer discretionary diversion directly shapes youth trajectories through the 
legal system. This variation is consequential because it shapes the legal opportunities that 
departments offer youth and the type of contact youth have with the system.  

Additionally, discretionary diversions are, by definition, optional, meaning that prosecutors 
and juvenile departments have significant legal latitude in deciding when and why they offer 
additional diversions. Recent research on Washington’s diversion system suggests race and 
ethnicity may influence these discretionary decisions.157 

Two theoretical examples illustrate how a young person’s trajectory through the legal 
system can shift depending on discretionary diversion practices. In these scenarios, imagine a 
young person receiving three referrals before they turn 18 years old: Assault 4-DV related to a 
family crisis at age 13, Minor in Possession of marijuana at age 15, and Theft 3 at age 17. 
 

 
 

157 Jones & Gilman, 2025 
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Scenario 1 | Youth Trajectory in a Court with Rare Discretionary Diversion 
 

 

Assault 4-DV (Family Crisis), Age 13 

• In a department that rarely offers discretionary diversion, this young person 
receives a mandatory formal diversion (link).  

• Staff include 10 hours of counseling and 8 hours of community service in their 
diversion agreement. 

• The youth successfully completes their diversion, making their records eligible 
for automatic destruction. They are destroyed when the youth turns 18.  

 
 

 
 

Minor in Possession (Marijuana Vaping), Age 15 
• The court offers the young person a deferred disposition (link).  

• The youth appears in court and is required to complete 8 months of probation.  

• While on probation supervision, the young person is required to abstain from 
substance use, receive a substance-use evaluation, participate in regular drug 
testing, and follow the provider’s recommendations.  

• Because they do not receive any new referrals while on probation, the court 
dismisses their MIP charge at the end of the supervision period. 

• The youth’s records are not eligible for automatic destruction. The youth can 
petition to have their records sealed after they turn 18. 

 

 
 

Theft 3 (Shoplifting), Age 17 
• The prosecutor files criminal charges in the juvenile court.  

• The youth pleads guilty and goes on probation supervision.  

• They meet regularly with their probation counselor, participate in Individual – 
Alternative Choice Training (link), and attend review hearings before a judge.  

• The youth completes their probation successfully, but throughout supervision 
they are aware that the department could require them to serve time in 
detention if they violated probation rules.  

• The Theft 3 conviction remains on the young person’s criminal record until it is 
eligible for sealing when they turn 18. 
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Scenario 2 | Youth Trajectory in a Court with Frequent Discretionary Diversion 
 

Assault 4-DV (Family Crisis), Age 13 
• The youth enters an informal diversion, in which they receive family therapy. 

• The youth and family member complete 6 weeks of in-home therapy with a 
licensed provider. They have limited contact with the juvenile department.  

• After the youth successfully completes their informal diversion, their record 
becomes automatically eligible for destruction at age 18. 
 

 

 
Minor in Possession (Marijuana Vaping), Age 15 

• The youth receives a mandatory formal diversion and is required to attend a 
local substance-education class with a community partner.  

• They meet with juvenile department staff once at the beginning of their 
diversion and then check in monthly over the phone to provide updates on 
their progress. Staff receive attendance updates from the community partner. 

• The youth successfully completes their diversion and their record is 
automatically eligible for destruction when they turn 18. 
 

•  

Theft 3 (Shoplifting), Age 17 
• The court offers the young person a discretionary formal diversion (link).  

• The juvenile department requires they to write an apology letter to the 
business and complete 10 hours of community service. Frontline staff contact 
the business, which expresses interest in meeting with the youth.  

• The youth meets with staff to review their letter and prepare for the 
victim-offender meeting. Staff facilitate the meeting, where the business 
explains the impact of the theft and the youth voluntarily reads their letter.  

• Afterward, the youth and staff debrief the experience and develop strategies 
for making different choices in the future. 

• The youth successfully completes their diversion and their records become 
eligible for destruction when they turn 18. 
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Rare Discretionary Diversions 
Courts that rarely offer discretionary diversions consider diversion a one-time event.  
Second diversions are infrequent in these courts and considered an exception to normal practice.  

 

Common Practice 

Prosecutors & juvenile departments may (rarely) offer a second diversion if there is: 

• Considerable Time Between Referrals | Frontline staff frequently gave the example 
of a young person having a diversion when they were 12 years old and another 
referral when they were 17 years old. In these courts, this gap suggests referrals 
are unrelated to each other and are not indicative of an underlying pattern of 
criminal behavior. This is necessary for offering a second diversion in these courts. 

• Different Alleged Offenses | Referrals for the same alleged offense may indicate 
underlying criminal behavior. Different alleged offenses may allow courts to 
respond differently to each referral and provide distinct resources. This is also a 
necessary requirement. 

• Agreements between Staff and Prosecutors | Frontline staff and prosecutors have 
conversations about these situations, with staff indicating that they may advocate 
that a second referral go through diversion. 

• Changes in Youth Circumstances | If a youth’s situation has changed significantly 
since the first diversion the court may be more open to offering them a second 
diversion (e.g., if a young person is now living with their grandparents in a calmer 
environment). To the court, changes in a youth’s circumstances may make a 
second diversion more effective. 

 

Differences in Mandatory & Discretionary Diversions 

Expectations for the first and second diversion are similar in these courts. The circumstantial 
differences between the first and second referrals are so significant, considerable time has 
passed and the alleged offenses are different, so departments treat them as distinct situations. 
Because of this, courts that rarely offer discretionary diversions respond similarly to a young 
person’s first and second diversion, following their usual approach of tailoring to the youth’s 
alleged offense, needs, or attitude. 
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Reasons Motivating Rare Discretionary Diversion 

Reason 1: Diversions serve as a warning and a response to one-time mistakes. 
Courts that rarely offer discretionary diversions often see diversion as an initial warning. They view 
it as brief exposure to the legal system that helps youth understand the consequences of future 
system contact. 

Diversion also works well when a young person makes a one-time mistake—behavior 
considered “stupid” or impulsive, but not serious or tied to ongoing “criminal” motivations. 
According to this thinking, diversion is an appropriate response because youth should not face 
traditional penalties for minor missteps. One department leader explained this view: “I think 
diversion is great when you pretty much know when they come in how it’s going to turn out. And that's what 
diversion is indented for, in my opinion, a kid who did something stupid and we’re never going to see them 
again. But this whole deal where they can recycle through here... is the kid even learning anything? Is he 
trying to change his ways? It's just a joke. We’re not holding them accountable by letting them do the same 
thing over and over again.” 

 

Reason 2: New referrals signal that the first diversion did not work. 
All courts want to reduce reoffending through diversion, but they interpret new referrals 
differently. In courts that rarely offer discretionary diversions, staff often see new referrals as 
evidence that earlier services did not meet the youth’s needs. One prosecutor said, “If there is less 
time between diversions and they are a similar type of offense, that makes me believe that what we offered 
in diversion did not help and we need to offer more services.” 

 

Reason 3: Discretionary diversions undermine deterrence. 
When courts view diversion as a warning, giving multiple diversions can weaken the message. 
Staff may believe the court must escalate consequences to maintain deterrence. As one 
prosecutor shared, “You get the chance to make a different choice and if you’re not going to respect that 
then there has to be a bigger consequence.”  

In these situations, prosecutors may choose other legal options, such as deferred 
dispositions, after a youth has already received a mandatory diversion. Staff also note that a 
youth’s first court referral may not be their first instance of concerning behavior, which can make 
courts more likely to choose tools other than discretionary diversion. 
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Reason 4: Staff may perceive a youth’s needs as too significant for the resources diversion 
can provide.  

In some jurisdictions, diversion is a low-contact intervention with limited resources. Staff may feel 
that youth with more complex needs require deeper support, which they can only provide through 
probation. In other courts, certain programs exist only for youth on probation and youth on 
diversion cannot access them. 

These limits also shape prosecutors’ diversion recommendations. Some believe an 
additional diversion offers little benefit if a youth has already received their mandatory diversion: 
“I would say my criticism is that I don’t know how much they necessarily get out of diversion due to the 
limitation of the resources that are available, not because of the probation or the juvenile department 
here. So sometimes that's why I don’t consider it, because they’ve had their chance to go through it.” 

 

Reason 5: Discretionary diversions can be harmful to victims. 
Some leaders and staff worry that offering discretionary diversions reduces accountability to 
victims. They fear these diversions limit victim involvement, allow ongoing harm without effective 
intervention, and compromise public safety.  

 
Reason 6: Now that youth can have their juvenile records sealed, other legal options are less 
impactful.  

Courts that rarely offer discretionary diversion may also base their decisions on the belief that 
other legal options, such as deferred disposition, have limited long-term effects on youth. When a 
young person completes a deferred disposition, the court dismisses the charge. For other 
responses, including disposition alternatives, later record sealing can keep a youth’s criminal 
history private. Because record-sealing options are widely available, prosecutors and department 
leaders often view the long-term impacts of these legal options as similar to diversion. 
 It is important to note that this perspective only considers one aspect of juvenile legal 
involvement: long-term record availability. There are other key distinctions between diversion and 
other legal options, such as the level of courtroom exposure, amount of contact and supervision, 
potential consequences of non-compliance, and length of court contact. 
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Regular Discretionary Diversions 
Courts that regularly offer discretionary diversions commonly offer second diversions, and, more 
rarely third diversions. 

 

Common Practice 

Second (and sometimes third) diversions are offered when there is: 

• No Behavioral Escalation | Courts feel compelled to step in with effective responses 
when a young person’s alleged behavior becomes more serious or frequent. These 
courts look closely at these patterns. They are more likely to offer a second or third 
diversion when referrals involve different behaviors occurring far apart in time. 

• A Successful First Diversion | If a young person successfully completes their first 
diversion, these courts will consider offering a second, and, sometimes a third 
diversion. Some frontline staff indicate that they also look for signs that the youth is 
motivated to finish another diversion. 

• Relevant Resources | Juvenile departments are reluctant to have youth participate 
in the same programs twice. If frontline staff believe they have other relevant 
resources to offer youth, then they are more likely to offer discretionary diversions. 

• Other Factors | Some courts that regularly offer discretionary diversions will avoid 
diverting a second referral if it is an alleged felony. They see this as a sign of 
escalating behavior. These departments may also require victim buy-in. 

 

Differences between Mandatory and Discretionary Diversions 

Many juvenile departments expect youth to complete different requirements for their second or 
third diversions. Some courts increase the number of required community restitution hours. For 
example, they may increase community service from eight hours for a mandatory diversion to 16 
hours for a discretionary diversion. 

In Whatcom County, youth often join Teen Court for their second diversion. Teen Court 
brings youth volunteers together to act as the legal actors and to develop a restorative plan for the 
youth on diversion. In Kittitas County, staff conduct a risk assessment for youth receiving a 
second or third diversion. If they are eligible, youth then take part in evidence-based programs 
such as Individual – Alternative Choice Training or Employment Education Training. 
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Reasons Motivating Regular Discretionary Diversion 

Reason 1: A second chance can help youth, but concern remains about ongoing 
effectiveness. 

Courts that offer discretionary diversions often see them as another chance for youth to benefit 

from services outside of the traditional court system. Staff may view a second referral as normal 
youth behavior rather than a sign that the first diversion failed. Courts that regularly offer 

discretionary diversions still monitor youth to make sure their behavior is not escalating. This 
caution may make them less likely to offer a third diversion. As one department leader explained, 

“We take into consideration their criminal history and then, at that point, it’s decided well this youth 

already had two diversions for that same crime and the services that we provided for them didn’t work out 
and so, at that point, you know we’ve seen no change so maybe they do need to file that charge.” 

 
Reason 2: Departments that offer discretionary diversion report having additional resources. 

Courts that regularly offer discretionary diversions often believe they have more resources and 
program options available, allowing them to provide different services for a young person’s 

second diversion. Staff in these courts also have greater flexibility to increase support—such as 

more frequent check-ins, goal-focused conversations, or participating alongside youth in 
community service—when they believe it is needed. In courts that rarely offer discretionary 

diversions, this level of support is typically available only through probation supervision. 
 
Reason 3: Referrals reflect developmentally expected youth behavior. 
Research on adolescent brain development demonstrates that young people are more likely to 
engage in risk-taking and impulsive actions. In courts that regularly offer discretionary diversions, 
prosecutors and staff often view second or third referrals as normative developmental behavior 
rather than a pattern of escalating conduct. Courts routinely assess whether a youth’s behavior is 
increasing in frequency or severity. When it is not, courts that regularly use discretionary diversion 
are often willing to continue responding with diversion rather than with traditional responses. 
 
Reason 4: Courts are willing to offer discretionary diversions, although other legal options 
are available and may be equally appropriate. 

Some courts view discretionary diversion as comparable to other interventions, such as deferred 
disposition or probation supervision. From this perspective, staff believe that while discretionary 
diversion can provide meaningful support to youth, other pathways are not necessarily harmful. 
Court leaders who hold this view often describe their courtroom environments as collaborative 
and see probation supervision as offering many of the same supports and opportunities for 
engagement as diversion. 
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Frequent Discretionary Diversions 
Courts that frequently offer discretionary diversions provide diversion until they determine a 
different response is needed or required by the law. In practice, this means courts offer second or 
third formal diversions. Most courts do not report offering four or five formal diversions. 

 

Common Practice 
These courts often offer diversions unless filing charges is: 

• More Appropriate | Prosecutors may choose to file charges over recommending a 
diversion if a young person’s criminal behavior is escalating quicky, if they are 
experiencing serious mental health or substance use disorder, or if the alleged 
offense caused significant harm.  

• Necessary to Access Other Resources | Some resources are only accessible to 
youth on probation or in more traditional court programming (e.g., for extended 
treatment or therapy beyond the hours allowed under diversion statute). The court 
may feel it is more responsive to a youth’s needs to file charges and access these 
resources, than it would be to offer a diversion and forego them. 

• Legally Mandated | There are some serious alleged offenses that are ineligible for 
diversion.158 Additionally, a court can establish its own exclusionary criteria, such 
as gun possession or alleged offenses in which a young person used a weapon. In 
these situations, the law or internal policy require courts to file charges due to the 
nature of the offense. 
 

 

Differences between Mandatory and Discretionary Diversions 

Courts that offer frequent discretionary diversions often have a large menu of diversion 
conditions, court programming, and community partners. These courts can respond differently to 
subsequent discretionary diversions, offering new services or increasing court contact, if staff 
believe it would be supportive to the young person. 

Youth who receive multiple discretionary diversions are not completing the same 
programs or services each time. Courts change their responses between each diversion, often 
increasing expectations and supervision frequency. 

 
158 Sex offenses [RCW 9.94A.030(47)] and violent offenses (other than Assault-2 or Robbery-2) [9.94A.030(58)]. 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=9.94A.030
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=9.94A.030
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Reasons Motivating Frequent Discretionary Diversion 

Reason 1: Courts have several options for working with youth on diversion. 
Courts that frequently use discretionary diversion often have a wide range of tools and programs 
available for working with youth. For example, during a young person’s first diversion they might 
attend a Coordination of Services workshop with their parent, a second diversion may include 
community service through a local nonprofit, and a third may place a youth in an evidence-based 
program when supported by their risk assessment.  

This range of options allows these courts to tailor their responses as a youth’s 
circumstances evolve and to establish a clear sequence of graduated expectations within 
diversion. In courts that rarely offer discretionary diversion, however, graduated responses 
typically occur outside of diversion and involve increasingly consequential legal interventions. 

 
Reason 2: Learning takes repeat exposure. 
Courts that frequently offer discretionary diversion often view youth referrals as developmentally 
typical, reflecting risk-taking or impulsive behavior rather than underlying “criminal” intent. These 
courts also conceive of diversion as a learning opportunity. They recognize that youth may need 
multiple chances for concepts to take hold or before they are ready to change their behavior.  

Accordingly, departments do not interpret repeated referrals as resistance that warrants 
more formal or punitive interventions; instead, repeat referrals are understood as part of an 
iterative learning process in which repeated exposure to the same expectations can be 
developmentally appropriate.  

One prosecutor summarized this idea, comparing it to parenting: “I don’t think repeat 
offending necessarily means that diversion didn’t work. I try to put myself in the mindset of a child. They 
are kids. So, if they had a diversion three years ago, it deterred them for three years. I try to think back to 
when I was a kid. It’s like when you get in trouble with your parents when you are 14. You might do the 
same thing when you’re 16 or 17. It doesn’t mean that the parenting didn’t work.” 

 
Reason 3: A youth’s circumstances can change. 
Courts that frequently divert youth often emphasize how quickly adolescents’ circumstances can 
shift. Changes in home life, peer relationships, school engagement, and use of free time can 
meaningfully affect a young person’s needs.  

Courts that frequently use diversion consider these dynamics when making decisions. As 
one staff member noted, they may offer the same service for multiple diversions if changing 
circumstances suggest it would still be beneficial. 
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Prosecutors also described how these changing conditions influence the situations that 
youth encounter: “Every person is in a different situation than the last, even with their prior contacts with 
law enforcement or with their disciplinary action with school. We should be looking at every situation 
under the circumstances and not setting a black and white policy.” From this perspective, multiple 
alleged offenses may reflect shifting environments or interactions between a young person and 
their surroundings, rather than underlying “criminality.” 

 
Reason 4: Courts that frequently offer diversion view it as a pathway for supporting youth 
without deepening their justice-system involvement.  
These courts prioritize connecting young people to community resources, building supportive 
relationships, and helping them access services even after diversion ends. They emphasize the 
distinct advantages of diversion, such as limited court contact and the opportunity for record 
destruction, over more traditional legal interventions, including those that are eligible for later 
record sealing.  

As one department leader explained, diversion provides a broad, flexible framework that 
enables staff to offer services with minimal court involvement. They highlighted this approach by 
explaining that youth often cannot distinguish between diversion and probation: “We did surveys 
with youth people asking about their experience and their journey. We asked them what they were in—
diversion or probation. And they didn’t know. ‘I got in trouble and they told me I had to do this stuff. It was 
helpful but I don’t remember.’ To me, that’s an interesting sign and it came up a lot. The kids don’t know 
the difference. That’s an adult thing. That’s a legal system thing.  

“It helped us frame that you don’t [reserve] resources for the probation kids like we used to. If they 
come in, you use everything available to support them. You are still using the risk assessment model, even 
if not every kid is getting an assessment. You are still using those principles. What’s going on here? What’s 
driving this behavior? What’s the lightest touch I can give right now to guide them to a better place? Do 
they need [Functional Family Therapy]? If the risk factors are high enough, do [Functional Family Therapy]. 
If they need to talk to a community partner because they’re bored and need some hobbies, send them to 
the skateboarding shop. Figure out what it is and try to match.” 

 In this orientation, flexibility and a low-contact approach are central principles. Courts 
view diversion as a mechanism for meeting youths’ needs while limiting the court’s presence in 
their lives. Their ability to provide meaningful services within a minimal-contact framework 
enables them to select diversion while still achieving their policy and practice goals. 
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Discretionary Diversion Summary 

 Rare 
(7 Courts) 

Regular 
(19 Courts) 

Frequent 
(7 Courts) 

# of Diversions Mandatory, a second is rare Mandatory, a second is common, 
a third rare 

Mandatory, a second and third is 
common 

Informal Diversion None 3 courts 4 courts 

Eligibility Review  
for New Referrals 

• Considerable time gap 
• Different charges 
• Different circumstances 
• Prosecutor/department agree 

• No behavioral escalation 
• Successful first diversion 
• Relevant resources 
 

• Diversion is the first choice 
• Other legal responses to 

access resources, when more 
appropriate, or when legally 
necessary 

Expectations 
between Diversions Similar 

Increased, 
evidence-based programming 

Graduated  
responses and contact 

Diversion is… A warning for  
one-time mistakes A second chance An opportunity to learn without 

system entrenchment 

New referrals are… Due to ineffective diversion Developmentally expected Developmentally expected 

Diversion vs 
Other Responses 

Similar, because youth can seal 
their records Comparable Diversion is preferred 

Concerns about 
Discretionary  
Diversion 

• Youth needs are significant 
• No other services to offer  
• Excludes victim voice 
• Undermines deterrence 

• Limited for second diversion 
• Increased for third diversion 

• Limited for second and third 
• Increased for additional 

diversions, which are rare 

Chapter 8 | Discretionary Diversion 
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CHAPTER 9 | COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIPS 
 

It is the clear intent of the legislature to promote community-based services for court-
involved youth. The legislature encourages courts to connect diverted young people with 
positive youth development programs, restorative justice activities, community-based 
counseling, and educational or informational sessions at local agencies. 

 

This chapter dives into community-court partnerships, summarizing general approaches of 
both parties, and highlighting essential elements for their success. 

 
 

Key Takeaways 
 

• Washington’s juvenile courts rely on a wide network of community partners, that offer 
programs from mentoring and healing circles to digital arts and teen centers. 

• Juvenile courts coordinate the vast majority of diversions in Washington state. With 
in these diversions, juvenile departments connect youth to community partners for 
programming and services.  

• In addition to court-coordinated diversion, three jurisdictions also have community-
coordinated diversion, where community programs determine diversion agreement 
conditions and supervise youth. 

• Community partners emphasize the importance of stable court staff, trust, and 
consistent referrals, which help them sustain programming and meet youth needs. 

• Juvenile departments deeply value community partnerships. Some departments face 
challenges in developing these relationships, including a limited number of providers, 
especially in rural counties.  

• Funding constraints can be challenging for community organizations that rely heavily on 
grants and courts, which have minimal dedicated diversion funding.  

• Successful collaboration depends on adequate funding, trust, stability, and 
predictable diversion referral patterns, which allow both courts and community 
organizations to plan, coordinate, and serve youth effectively. 
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Note | Several community partners were interviewed for this research (see Study Design). 
They were asked about their experiences working with juvenile courts and diversion youth. 
Department leaders and staff were also asked about their partnerships. 

 
 

Role of Community Partners in Juvenile Diversion 
In Washington, we find community partners are involved in juvenile diversion in two ways. 
 
Court-Coordinated Diversion with Community Partnerships 
In the vast majority of courts, community partners work with juvenile courts to provide 
programming, services, and resources for diversion youth. Department staff outline expectations 
of youth participation with community partners in informal or formal diversion agreements.  For 
example, youth may attend Coordination of Services court programming, where partners present 
and lead activities, or participate in community programming and services directly. 

In these arrangements, juvenile department staff are 1) coordinating and overseeing a 
youth’s diversion, and 2) directly working with community programs to develop partnerships, 
understand and vet services, and facilitate connections between the youth and the community. 
Community programs are not coordinating diversion. Instead, these programs work within the 
structure of the diversion agreement created by the juvenile department. When diversion youth 
participate in community programs and services, there is often minimal contact between youth 
and the juvenile department. This is intentional, as it reduces youth’s exposure to the criminal 
legal system and increases their community connections (see Chapter 2). 

In this chapter, we focus on this court-coordinated partnership structure, as it reflects the 
vast majority of juvenile courts’ processes and youth diversions in Washington state. 

 

Community-Coordinated Diversion 
In Washington state, it is very rare for community organizations to fully coordinate and oversee 
youth diversion. There are only three jurisdictions that partially operate with this structure. In all 
three, community-coordinated diversion operates in addition to the court-coordinated diversion 
structure discussed throughout this report. No counties rely exclusively on community 
organizations to facilitate all juvenile diversion. See the links below to learn more about each 
approach. Community Accountability Board (CAB) members also design youth diversion 
agreements; however, juvenile departments structure, train, and supervise CABs. 

• King County Youth Diversion and Intervention Program 

• Our Sister’s House, Pierce County  

• Teen Court, Whatcom County 
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Benefits of Community-Court Partnerships 

Community programs give youth opportunities to build relationships with trusted adults, interact 
with peers in positive settings, strengthen skills, and explore their interests. Many partners reflect 
the communities they serve and offer culturally-connected support to minoritized youth. Some 
partners also draw on personal experience with the juvenile legal system, which helps them 
connect with youth in a genuine way. These programs often encourage youth to reflect on their 
choices, set goals, and envision a positive future. 

Courts and community partners recognize that diversion has a limited timeframe, and 
youth benefit most when they can access long-term support in their own communities. Strong 
partnerships help create these connections. As one department leader explained, “Most of our 
services are community based, understanding that youth are building that support in the community so 
once they are off diversion they can continue to provide that support. Our goal is not to have youth rely on 
the court system.” Snohomish leadership also shared that they seek discounts or sponsorships so 
youth can continue participating after diversion. 

A community partner shared a similar perspective: “When you don’t have community 
partners, after [youth] go [through diversion], where do they go after that? What is their next plan? They 
already have issues going to school. These third spaces, these community partners, allow them to have a 
face they recognize, who they know through the community, and a space [where they know they can check 
in and get a meal]. When the community partners come together and share their resources with the 
courts, the courts [will send youth our way].” 
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Diversion Community Partners 
Washington juvenile courts partner with a wide range of community organizations159 that support 

youth in diversion. This list highlights some of these programs. Together, partners offer young 
people spaces to spend free time, build relationships, and heal. 

 

• 509Teens (Kittitas) 

• Arts Connect (Pierce) 

• CAFÉ (Chelan & Douglas) 

• Choose 180 (King) 

• Coastal Community Action Program 
(Grays Harbor) 

• Colville Tribal Peacemaker Circle 
(Okanogan) 

• Courageous Connections (Snohomish) 

• Creative Justice (King) 

• Emergency Support Center (Cowlitz) 

• EVOLVE-EXHALE (Pierce) 

• The Foundation (Clark) 

• GEMS (Spokane) 

• Housing Stability for Youth in Courts 
(Kitsap) 

• Heart Strides Ranch (Thurston) 

• Latino Civic Alliance (Grant) 

• Lighthouse Community Center (Adams) 

• Native Project (Spokane) 

• Northwest Credible Messengers (Clark) 

 
159 Many courts also named mental health and substance use disorder providers as partners, as well as community 
service sites. Treatment services and community service expectations often appear on diversion agreements (see 
Chapter 6). However, this chapter focuses on community organizations that offer restorative services, mentoring, 
support, and positive development opportunities for diversion youth through informal and formal diversion. 

This list is representative of partnering organizations at the time of this research study. Because community 
organizations frequently open and close, and because community-court partnerships take time to develop, a 
comprehensive list would likely be out of date shortly after publication. 

• Northwest Youth Services (Whatcom) 

• Olive Crest (Kitsap) 

• Our Sister’s House (Pierce) 

• OWL 360 (Jefferson) 

• Peers Rising (Kittitas) 

• Project Girl Mentoring (Snohomish) 

• Resolution Washington (many counties) 

• SAGE Advocacy Center (Chelan)  

• Support, Advocacy, and Resource Center 
(Benton-Franklin) 

• Schack Art Center (Snohomish) 

• Second Cycle (Pierce) 

• Shifted Theory Mentoring (Clark) 

• Tacoma Boat Builders (Pierce) 

• TC Futures (Benton-Franklin) 

• Teen Space Cafe (Clark) 

• Teen Storytellers Project (Snohomish) 

• Volunteers of American (Skagit) 

• Walk About Yakima (Yakima) 

• Youth Dynamics (Chelan)

https://www.509teens.com/
https://www.hilltopartists.org/programs/arts-connect/
https://www.wenatcheecafe.org/
https://choose180.org/
https://www.coastalcap.org/
https://www.cct-pmc.com/
https://www.courageous-connections.org/
https://www.creativejusticenw.org/
https://www.emergencysupportshelter.com/
https://www.facebook.com/p/Exhale-Evolve-61582413903409/
https://thefoundationwa.org/
https://uwcolab.org/hsync
https://heartstridestherapeutichorsemanship.com/
https://latinocivicalliance.org/
https://www.lighthousecc.one/
https://nativeproject.org/
https://northwestcrediblemessenger.org/
https://www.nwys.org/teen-court
https://www.olivecrest.org/
https://www.oursistershouse.com/
https://www.owl360.org/
https://www.peersrisingwa.org/
https://www.project-girl.com/
https://www.resolutionwa.org/services
https://www.sageadvocacycenter.org/
https://supportadvocacyresourcecenter.org/about-sarc.html
https://www.schack.org/programs?rq=art%20alternative
https://www.2ndcycle.org/
https://rwilliamsshiftedth.wixsite.com/shiftedtheorymentori
https://tacomaboatbuilders.org/
https://www.tcfutures.org/
https://www.recoverycafecc.org/teenspacecafe
https://www.teenstorytellers.org/
https://www.voaww.org/
https://cpcocw.org/walk-about-yakima/
https://yd.org/
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Examples of Community Partners’ Work 

Community partners offer many types of programming. Here are some examples: 

 

Healing Circles | “[The youth] come and do the group, which [staff] usually [attend]. They sit in a circle. I 
explain to the kids that it’s like Narcotics Anonymous or Alcoholics Anonymous, well that’s what it’s like 
for people with theft or assault charges. You talk about how it affected your family, how it affected you.” 

 

Text-based Counseling | “The program is a girl’s mentoring program where we work with girls in middle 
and high school. We help them learn to develop healthy coping skills and we provide them with tools and 
systematic ways that we can talk about just whatever they’re going through... Sometimes it’s just over 
phone and texting. We call them and then we have that almost like tele-mentoring type relationship over 
the Internet, over the phone, or something like that. [If they don’t have a phone, but have Wi-Fi] we connect 
with them over our Instagram.... You can just have a relationship that way, so [we] really try our best to 
meet the youth where they’re at.” 

 

Digital Arts | “Youth can do podcasts and music mixing and filming cinematography stuff; photography.” 

 

Vision Boards | “What I do in there is a vision board. So, we just talk like we talk, you know. Who we are. 
How our goals are aligning with what we want for ourselves. And then we cut up in magazines and have 
fun. We share some music. But we engage on [questions] like, ‘Is our path right now leading us to our 
intended goals? Why or why not?’” 

 

Teen Centers | “The thought process is if the kids can come to the teen center and they’re hanging out 
with each other every day, maybe when they’re in the halls [at school] they won’t necessarily be friends, 
but they’re not going to be jerks to each other and they might stand up for each other.” 

 

Low Rider Program | “A lot of the gang members here [associate] low rider [motorcycles with] gangs. 
We’re trying to teach [court-involved youth] that it’s not a gang thing. It’s a cultural thing. And so now they 
come in and they build their own low rider bikes while being connected to adults who have lived that life 
and mentor them and tell them that this isn’t the way they want to live. You can love this style of clothing, 
the style of bikes, the style of music. It's how you live and how you interact that matters.” 
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General Perspectives from Community Partners 
Community partners report that they value their work with juvenile courts and feel strongly 
motivated to support system-involved youth. They view diversion as a critical opportunity to reach 
young people at a turning point and help them imagine broader possibilities for their future.  

Many partners share racial, ethnic, gender, or system-involved experiences with the youth 
they serve, which helps them provide culturally-rooted support. One partner described this 
connection: “We have historical markers of people who get in trouble.  And that’s embedded into our 
brains through our culture. We know what that looks like. And with the youth that we work with, sometimes 
you’re trying to tear out those fears. It gives us an extra connection piece when a youth looks like them.” 

Many partnering organizations work with young people with different types of court 
involvement, across diversion, probation, and detention. When asked, many community partners 
did not know the difference between youth on probation and youth on diversion. They focus on 
meeting youth where they are by creating welcoming spaces, offering hands-on activities, building 
relationships over time, and engaging youth when they feel ready. 

Partners build trust by working alongside youth in community service projects or healing 
circles. Community partners also broaden youths’ horizons by connecting them with service 
projects such as building homes, restoring trails, or gardening, and by exposing them to college 
pathways, financial literacy programs, business workshops, or trips outside their local area.  

All partners expressed a desire to expand their collaboration with courts, support more 
youth, and increase the opportunities they can offer.  
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General Perspectives from Juvenile Departments 
Juvenile departments hold two core views about working with community partners. They value the 
support, expertise, and resources community organizations provide, and they also face 
challenges in building and maintaining these partnerships. Some leaders additionally expressed 
frustration with public discussions about community-court collaboration. 

 

Values 
Court leaders and frontline staff consistently emphasized the importance of partnering with the 
community. They believe these connections help youth succeed during and after diversion. Staff 
noted that community partners often share cultural backgrounds with youth, offer trusted adult 
mentorship, and provide meaningful activities outside the legal system. As one leader explained, 
“Not only are we temporary, but we are also not often well equipped to be the ones responding culturally. 
We can’t do a lot of what the community can do. And frankly, we shouldn’t if we can get out of it.” 

 

Successes 
Many courts have developed strong, long-standing partnerships with community organizations. 
These relationships respect each partner’s expertise and expand opportunities for youth. Larger 
counties work with organizations that have the reach to serve system-involved youth, while 
smaller counties also cultivate meaningful partnerships. For example, Kittitas works closely with 
509Teens and Peers Rising, Adams collaborates with Lighthouse Community Center to support 
young girls, and Okanogan connects diversion youth with the Colville Tribal Peacemakers Circle. 

Departments that offer Coordination of Services invite community programs to meet with 
youth and families during evening or weekend workshops. Courts also link youth to community 
programs through diversion agreements, allowing youth to earn community restitution hours by 
attending classes, joining service projects, or participating in third-space activities. In informal 
diversions, staff often make the initial connection and step back so partners and youth can build 
their own relationships. 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.509teens.com/
https://www.peersrisingwa.org/
https://www.lighthousecc.one/
https://www.cct-pmc.com/
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Challenges 

Few Available Partners 
Several counties have extremely limited community partners. Rural and low-income areas often 
lack the infrastructure and funding needed to sustain youth programs. In sparsely populated 
regions, programs struggle to stay open when youth live far apart and participation is low. Some 
leaders shared that they believe local governments budgets do not prioritize youth services.  

Staff also report difficulty attracting providers to rural or remote areas. In some counties, 
such as San Juan, the juvenile department serves as the area’s main youth-service hub. Many 
departments noted that community partners never reopened after the COVID-19 lockdown, 
further reducing available options. 

 
System-Involved Youth are Excluded 
Staff report that some youth programs exclude the very youth they serve. For example, certain 
organizations do not allow youth with alleged felony offenses to volunteer. One department 
explained that the YMCA was the only youth center in their area, yet many diversion youth had 
been trespassed from the facility. 

 
Some Programs are not a Good Fit for System-Involved Youth 
Some programs require frequent attendance or are located far from where youth live, creating 
barriers that make participation difficult. Staff worry these conditions increase the risk of failure.  

One court described situations in which community organizations secured grants to work 
with court-involved youth. After receiving the grant, the organizations reached out to collaborate, 
only to learn their program rules or structure did not fit the needs of the youth.  

 
Quality & Safety Concerns 
Department leaders feel responsible for connecting youth with programs that are safe, vetted, 
and effective. New organizations may struggle to demonstrate their impact if they lack capacity to 
collect or analyze data. Insurance requirements can also limit which partners courts can work 
with. Vetting and evaluating programs take considerable time, and staff often must manage this 
work alongside their direct responsibilities to youth. 

 
 
 
 



   Chapter 9 | Community Partnerships 
 

175 
 

Frustrations 

Unrealistic Expectations 
In counties with few community organizations, some leaders feel frustrated when others expect 
them to be more connected to community partners. As one frontline staff member explained, “We 
have what we create.”  

Staff in these areas believe these expectations overlook the local conditions that limit 
partnership opportunities. One department leader shared this feeling: “It’s frustrating when I hear 
people… say, ‘Well just give them more services.’ Great. Where? And where are we going to come up with 
the funds, because [our funding was cut]. You don’t have a whole lot of people right now trying to open up 
shop trying to handle crises. So where exactly and how exactly are we supposed to do this?” 

 
Perceptions that Diversion can be Fully Facilitated through Community Partners 
A few leaders questioned whether it would be effective for community partners to fully coordinate 
and oversee diversion. They noted that diversion numbers fluctuate and may not be high enough 
to sustain a standalone community-run program.  

Some also felt that people misunderstand court-coordinated diversion. One leader 
emphasized that diversion already takes place outside the courtroom and relies heavily on 
community services. They also added that they fully support the goal of keeping youth out of the 
traditional system and believe their current approach meets that goal. 

 
Community Services are Not Being Utilized 
Leaders also pushed back against the assumption that youth and families will seek out 
community resources without court involvement. They emphasized that court coordination helps 
families access support they may not know about and that the formality of diversion often 
increases the likelihood that families will use these services. 
 
Inflexible Support for Community Partnerships 
Leaders in less-resourced counties expressed concerns about current funding structures for 
community partnerships. They felt that these structures are too rigid and do not support counties 
with limited or nonexistent partners.  

One leader questioned whether available funding could meaningfully expand services: 
“I’m a little skeptical that saying the money can only go to community-based organizations. Kind of as a 
clear separation from the courts. I think there’s some places where it just... I don’t know if it would create 
the opportunity to build something that doesn’t exist.”  
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Essential Elements for Successful Collaboration 
 

Stability & Trust 

 
• Community partners emphasized stable juvenile department staffing helps build trust.  

• When staff remain in their roles, partners can form long-term relationships with the 
courts, demonstrate the impact of their programs, and establish professional rapport.  

• This stability allows both groups to solve problems together and pursue new grant 
funding. It also supports partnerships that respect the expertise of community 
organizations. 

One partner described this dynamic: “I love that over the years we’ve built this relationship. I 
appreciate that they allow me to do what I am an expert at. We don’t always have to talk all the 
time, but they really trust that I’m doing a good job. So that speaks to the years. They trust that I’m 
going to handle it, and I trust that they are going to handle it on their side too.” When community 
and court staff remain stable, they can move beyond early logistical challenges, focus on 
delivering consistent programming, and work toward shared goals. 

 

 
• Courts also value stability among community partners.  

• Reliable partners provide consistent options for youth, support sustained 
collaboration, and reduce coordination challenges.  

• Trusted organizations often work with youth across diversion, probation, and detention, 
strengthening community-court relationships and increasing opportunities for 
system-involved youth to connect with supportive adults.  

• When partners remain stable, courts can communicate more effectively about youth 
needs and improve engagement. 

However, many counties experience frequent turnover among community programs. Some 
organizations operate only briefly due to unstable funding, staff changes, or high operating 
and insurance costs. One staff member described the impact: “Every year we have several 
people come in, give us brochures, and tell us about their programs, and by the time you go to refer 
a kid to it, it’s shut down. It’s usually a program they are getting up and running. And I’ll give a 
brochure to a kid, and the kid will try to call and can’t get ahold of anyone.”  

Community Partner Perspectives 

Juvenile Department Perspectives 



   Chapter 9 | Community Partnerships 
 

177 
 

Maintaining strong community relationships requires staff time and court 
resources. Staying informed about available programs can be difficult. Grant County 
receives regular email updates from a regional professional who tracks resources and 
events across Central Washington; staff find this information useful, although sometimes 
overwhelming.  

Other courts learn about new opportunities through inter-agency meetings. In 
Pacific County, the Health Department hosts monthly meetings with the juvenile court, 
schools, and youth-serving agencies, giving courts a centralized place to learn about 
emerging programs and potential grants.  

One department leader noted that building relationships with community partners 
requires persistence: “It’s a lot of work. It’s easy to say, ‘Oh there’s no community provider that 
provides that,’ but we keep on looking for resources.” 

 
 

Adequate Funding 

 

• Community partners need stable, adequate funding to support strong partnerships.  

• Their funding often shifts from year to year and depends on pilot funding, grants, state 
awards, and shrinking federal support.  

• Partners also explained that courts sometimes have difficulty paying for some services 
due to funding constraints.  

One partner said their contract amount has minimally increased over time, even though 
their staff training and services improved. This is not to suggest courts are not paying 
partners what they agreed to or are owed, but that court resources are limited, and 
community partners recognize these limits. 

Most community partners value the chance to work with youth in the legal system. 
One partner said they understand how important diversion is for young people and will 
support them even when court funding is limited. Another mentioned that “There’s no 
friction or barriers. There’s not funding, but you’re still going to get this work done. They help with 
gift cards, so it’s all love in those areas.” When asked how they would use more funding from 
the court, every partner said they would expand their ability to serve court-involved youth. 

 
 

Community Partner Perspectives 
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• All courts have limited funding to support diversion youth.  

• Juvenile departments rely on local county funds, dedicated sales taxes,160 and grants to 
support diversion programs and partnerships.  

• The Minority and Justice Commission’s diversion report found that while some state 
“funding channels are available to fund diversion, no funds in these channels are 
specifically dedicated to diversion programs and the overall funds available are a small 
portion of overall court budgets.”  

Juvenile department leaders said limited funding makes it hard to work with community 
organizations. One manager said their department lost a partnership because the 
compensation was too low; the organization felt the amount offered did not cover the time 
and coordination required to provide services. 

Courts also struggle to secure strong, reliable programming for youth when funding 
is limited. Many leaders believe high-quality community programs play a key role the 
success of diversion. One leader explained this view: “Why I get so frustrated with anytime we 
expect our kids here, who have had their community turn their back on them many times, who are 
from historically marginalized populations, who have inevitably been impacted by oppression, 
when we offer them hand-me-down services and expect them to get better. So, we have a policy 
here that for our community partners, we don’t sign on community partners unless they are high 
enough level that we would put our kids in those programs. We want the best for them. We want 
them to feel like they are getting the best at all times.” 

Even in counties with many community organizations, limited diversion funding can 
mean departments are unable to connect youth with as many positive youth development 
opportunities as they would like. One court shared that its grant-funded budget for 
community partnerships decreased by $100,000 over one year, leaving it with only 
$28,000. We explore these financial constraints, and the lack of dedicated diversion 
funding, in Chapter 11. 

 
 
 
 

 
160 RCW 82.14.460 

Juvenile Department Perspectives 

https://www.courts.wa.gov/subsite/mjc/docs/2025/Statewide%20Youth%20Diversion%20Report%202025.pdf
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=82.14.460
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Consistent Referral Patterns 

 

Background 

Consistent diversion referral patterns support healthy community-court partnerships. 
However, the number of youth on diversion in any county can fluctuate over time, because 
of variation in the pace of referrals from police into the prosecutor’s office and because of 
backlogs or batching from the prosecutor’s office to the juvenile department. Some 
fluctuation is to be expected, but significant inconsistency can make it difficult for courts 
and community organizations to work together. See Chapter 11 for more information. 
 

 
 

 
 
• For some partners, these fluctuations are an expected part of working with courts.  

• Seasoned partners who had worked with courts for several years shared that they 
expected seasonal changes and periods which their referrals would increase 
unexpectedly. These organizations had the capacity to adapt to such changes without 
hiring more staff or limiting the number of referrals they accepted. 

• For other partners, fluctuations were more difficult to absorb. Smaller organizations, 
with one or two staff, shared that consistent referrals allowed them to plan effectively, 
meet grant requirements, and develop high-quality programming.  

• Sudden spikes or extended periods without referrals made it difficult for some partners 
to maintain their operations and adequately allocate resources for diversion youth. 

 

 
• Consistent referral patterns allow departments to build trusting, long-term 

relationships with outside organizations, enter contracts, and accurately budget. 

Department leadership shared it was difficult to plan or coordinate with community 
partners if they did not have predictable diversion referrals from the prosecutor's office. 
One frontline staff member echoed this challenge: “For any program that wants to expand and 
build options for community partners, there has to be a steady flow of youth for that program or 
service. So, if it’s up and down you really run the risk of that not being an available option in the 
future. If we are looking at building that capacity [referrals from the prosecutor] has to be 
constant.” 

 

Community Partner Perspectives 

Juvenile Department Perspectives 
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Community Partnership Summary 

 Key Elements 

Role 

• Court-Coordinated Diversion with Community Partnership 
o Department staff outline expectations of youths’ participation with 

community partners in informal or formal diversion agreements.   
o Community partners work with juvenile courts to provide 

programming, services, and resources for diversion youth.  

• Community-Coordinated Diversion 
o Very rare for community orgs to coordinate and oversee diversion.  
o Three jurisdictions partially operate with this structure.  
o Community-coordinated diversion operates in addition to the 

court-coordinated diversion structure.  
o No counties rely exclusively on community organizations to 

facilitate all juvenile diversion. 

Community 
Partner 
Perspectives 

• Value working with courts 

• Share racial, ethnic, gender, or system-involved experiences with the 
youth they serve 

• Build trust with youth by joining community service projects or healing 
circles; facilitate positive youth development opportunities; provide 
educational opportunities 

• Desire to expand their work with the courts 

Court 
Perspectives 

• Value working with community partners 

• Collaborate with partners on court programming, co-develop programs, 
or refer youth to community programs or services 

• Challenges: few partners, system-involved youth are excluded, 
programs are not a good fit for youth, safety or quality concerns 

• Frustrations: unrealistic expectations, community partners coordinating 
and supervising diversion, current community resources being under-
utilized, inflexible funding 

Successful 
Collaboration • Staff stability and trust, adequate funding, consistent referral patter 
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CHAPTER 10 | DATA LANDSCAPE & DEVELOPMENT 
At the start of this project, many people worried about the quality and consistency of 
diversion data. This section summarizes what we learned from interviews with diversion data 
specialists and department leaders. The findings are organized by legislative requirements, 
current court practices, and next steps for data improvements. 

 

Strengthening diversion data: 

1. Increases transparency about how the system works and who it serves 

2. Allows courts to reflect on and improve their diversion practices 

 

 

Key Takeaways 
o Diversion data are more comparable and more complete than expected. While further 

improvements will require coordination and effort, progress is underway and achievable. 

o Washington’s juvenile courts are documenting essential information about all counsel 
and release, informal diversions, and formal diversions in statewide and local systems. 

o Formal Diversion Data 
o WSCCR is developing a diversion research database and establishing a reporting 

cadence for courts that operate outside the state system. 

o Development | improving the accuracy of diversion condition options in the 
statewide system and ensuring referral data are complete 

o Informal Diversion Data 
o Development | standardizing labels to document informal diversions in the 

statewide system and developing voluntary data-sharing agreements with courts 
that are willing to contribute informal diversion data for research purposes 

o Data Standardization 
o Development | Adding new fields to the statewide system to capture reasons why 

youth opt into the traditional system, why juvenile departments return diversions to 
the prosecutor, and why diversions are terminated; adding incident location 
information; coordinating and streamlining diversion reporting expectations 
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Summary of Current Practices 
 

Washington Juvenile Courts Currently: 

• Document key information about all formal and informal diversions. 

• Often enter diversion data in both the statewide system and their own local 
systems, such as case management databases or Excel spreadsheets. 

• Can review statewide diversion data and give feedback on its accuracy. 

• Often report yearly diversion summaries to the Washington Association of Juvenile 
Diversion Units (WAJDU).161 

• Work at various stages of data development and outcome measurement. 

• Operate with a wide range of data-system capacities and infrastructures.162 

 

Diversion Data Sources 
Juvenile courts track diversion data in several places. Together, these sources constitute the 
universe163 of Washingtons’ diversion data. 
 

 
 

161 WAJDU is an association of diversion staff in Washington state. It holds an annual meeting in September and 
collects annual diversion data. Participation is voluntary. Many courts participate annually. 
162 Courts with advanced data capacities and infrastructures can generate specific reports on diversion youth or 
programs to answer operational questions. Some can auto-populate diversion forms and letters with centralized 
information. Many small- and medium-sized courts with less developed data infrastructure rely on case management 
systems and Excel with more limited capabilities. 
163 All possible data within a specified domain. In this instance, all juvenile referrals and diversions in Washington. 
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Formal Diversion Data 
All counties offer formal diversion and enter this diversion information into the statewide 
database. Our current understanding of diversion in Washington state relies on these data.  

In this section, we outline HB 1391 formal diversion requirements, summarize data practices, 
identify development needs, and share ongoing improvements to statewide data quality. 

 

HB 1391 Requirements 

• “Obtaining timely and accurate data from the juvenile courts regarding all formal 
diversion agreements that allow for reporting the number and rate of formal 
diversions, disaggregated by jurisdiction, race, ethnicity, and gender.”164  

• “Data may either be entered into the statewide management information system for 
juvenile courts or securely transmitted to the Administrative Office of the Courts at 
least monthly. These data should include a youth’s name, date of birth, referral or 
court case number, the date of the diversion agreement and the outcome of the 
agreement.”165  

• See HB 1391 Section 6 for formal diversion reporting requirements. 

 

Data Sharing 

Current Practice 
WSCCR researchers have access to all diversion data entered in the statewide system. In the 
WSCCR data environment, researchers are able to link individual diversion records with youth 
demographic data, providing researchers with up-to-date information from most courts. 

King County Juvenile Court Services, the King County Prosecuting Attorney’s Office (PAO), 
King County Youth Diversion and Intervention Program, and Pierce County Juvenile Court primarily 
rely on their own data systems. King County Juvenile Court Services and Pierce County Juvenile 
Court upload limited information to the statewide database. The King County PAO does not 
upload any diversion data to the statewide system. Although these jurisdictions do not fully 
participate in the statewide system, each maintains internal records and share juvenile-legal data 
with the AOC and WSCCR upon request. 

 
164 2SHB 1391, Section 5(2)(a) 
165 2SHB 1391, Section 6(1)(a) 

https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2025-26/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/1391-S2.SL.pdf?q=20250715134226
https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2025-26/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/1391-S2.SL.pdf?q=20250715134226
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Data Development Next Steps 
1. WSCCR Diversion Database | WSCCR met with AOC database specialists to understand the 

system and the variables it captures. WSCCR will develop an internal diversion research 
database that includes all statewide diversion data. WSCCR will refresh these data as needed. 

This database will also support small- and medium-sized juvenile departments with 
limited data infrastructure. Juvenile courts currently cannot extract collections of individual-
level data from the statewide system; they can only view one youth at a time or run aggregate 
reports. Creating this database will also support small and medium-sized juvenile 
departments. WSCCR will share individual-level diversion datasets with courts upon request. 
Courts can use these data to reflect on their diversion practices. 
 

2. Data Requests & Collaboration | WSCCR will request individual-level data from Pierce County 
Juvenile Court, King County Juvenile Court Services, the King County Prosecuting Attorney’s 
Office, and the King County Youth Diversion and Intervention Program that align with the 
structure of the Diversion Research Database. WSCCR will work to ensure the datasets are 
comparable and will adapt to address any differences. 

 

 

Time Efficiency 

Current Practice 
Data specialists enter diversion information soon after changes occur, and courts report no 
significant backlogs in data entry. Because data collection is part of routine operations, monthly 
sharing would not accelerate entry timelines. Larger courts note that they need several weeks 
between a data request and delivery to validate and stabilize datasets. WSCCR can refresh its 
research databases as needed; most updates take one to two months, depending on request 
complexity and the existing update queue. 

 

Data Development Next Steps 
1. Determine Practical Data Sharing Candence | WSCCR will work with King and Pierce courts, 

and courts with informal diversion programs, to establish a realistic data-sharing schedule. 
The schedule will balance the need for timely information with the workload placed on local 
staff. Monthly reporting would not improve data accuracy or completeness and could create 
unnecessary administrative burden. Data-sharing timelines will prioritize requirements for 
annual reporting. 
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Accuracy 

Current Practice 
Data specialists report that AOC guidance for entering diversion data is clear. Their feedback also 
indicates that courts generally record information accurately and use fields in consistent ways, 
notwithstanding minor practice differences across jurisdictions. 

For example, a “successful completion” has uniform legal effect statewide—diversion 
records become eligible for destruction when the youth turns 18—yet courts vary in how they 
determine successful completion. Some require completion of every condition; others may 
record marginally completed or unsuccessful if a few items remain. Some courts mark 
successfully completed when the youth completes most conditions or those within the youth’s 
control. 

Data specialists also share that dropdown options in the statewide system do not always 
align with actual diversion conditions. When this happens, they select the closest option and add 
notes to capture precise requirements. Notes data will be used to inform planned updates to 
condition lists and associated data-entry guidance. 

Many courts continue a decades-long practice of reporting annual diversion totals to the 
WAJDU. Courts with robust systems can easily generate these reports for their databases. Others 
maintain spreadsheets to track WAJDU reporting data. WAJDU data give courts a way to validate 
data in the statewide system. 

 

Data Development Next Steps 
1. Update Diversion Condition Options | Clear, complete documentation of diversion conditions, 

and whether youth complete them, is essential for evaluating practice and effectiveness 
statewide. Researchers will review current options to determine which conditions should be 
added or removed. Rarely used options will be eliminated; conditions that frequently appear in 
notes will be incorporated into the dropdowns. Combined options will be separated to 
improve accuracy (e.g., replace “mental health evaluation and counseling” with distinct 
selections for evaluation and counseling). After identifying changes, WSCCR and the AOC 
statewide system experts will collaborate to implement updates to the statewide system. 

2. Support Staff Training | New data specialists have requested more diversion-focused training, 
and staff approaching retirement want to ensure knowledge transfer to new employees. 
WSCCR will work with AOC staff to develop updated training materials aligned to system 
changes and will provide feedback to the statewide data team if inconsistent entry patterns 
need clarification. 
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Completeness 

Common Practice 
Departments report entering diversion data promptly after events happen and changes occur, 
although the level of detail captured varies in the statewide and local systems. All courts record 
core elements; however, some do not consistently document diversion conditions or whether 
youth completed them. During interviews, researchers explained why recording conditions and 
completion improves the quality and utility of diversion research. 

A significant, emerging concern is the completeness of referral information. This issue 
surfaced mid-way through court visits and requires further investigation. Referral workflows differ 
across jurisdictions: 

• Police send referrals directly to the prosecutor’s office. 

• Police send referrals directly to the juvenile department, which enters the data and 
either makes the diversion decision itself,166 or forwards the referral to the prosecutor.  

• Police send referrals to both the prosecutor and the juvenile department, with juvenile 
staff entering the referral in the statewide system and updating it once the prosecutor 
decides to take no action, divert, or file. 

Where prosecutors (or their staff) control data entry, juvenile departments are not always certain 
how referrals are recorded or if every referral is captured in the statewide system. If prosecutors 
do not enter all referrals, the statewide system will undercount “no action” cases, such as those 
lacking probable cause or those the prosecutor declines to pursue in the interest of justice or for 
other reasons. 

 

Data Development Next Steps 
1. Define a Core Set of Diversion Data | WSCCR and WAJCA will collaborate to establish a 

standardized set of diversion data for statewide collection. Although the statewide system 
already captures the data needed for HB 1391, WAJCA may identify additional goals that 
require new data elements. WSCCR and WAJCA will jointly determine any necessary 

 
166 This happens in Lewis, Mason, Skamania, and Spokane counties. All four have an agreement with their 
prosecutor’s office to review referrals for probable cause and then for diversion eligibility. Lewis and Mason rarely 
offer discretionary diversions, whereas second and sometimes third diversions are common in Skamania and 
Spokane. Because Mason and Lewis focus on mandatory diversions, the eligibly criteria are straightforward—a 
misdemeanor or gross misdemeanor alleged offense and no prior referrals to the court. Skamania reviews referrals 
for the nature of the offense, patterns of escalation, and previous diversion completion. Spokane’s process is similar, 
however the prosecutor reviews potential third diversions. If court staff have questions about probable cause, the 
accuracy of police offense categorization, or concerns about the referral, they contact and talk with the prosecutor. 
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additions, drawing on guidance from the National Center for Juvenile Justice’s Fundamental 
Measures for Juvenile Justice. 

Data planning should also support future research needs. While HB 1391 does not require 
reporting on diversion conditions, these fields should be included in the core dataset. 
Information about conditions, and whether youth complete them, will enable future 
evaluations of the effectiveness diversion programs. 

2. Clarify Referral Completeness & Problem Solve | WSCCR requires additional information 
about the completeness of referral data. Researchers will work with WAJCA to develop a brief 
questionnaire for juvenile department staff and prosecutors to assess referral data collection 
processes and identify gaps in referral documentation. 

If there is significant variation in how courts capture referral data, WSCCR will document 
these gaps and identify how they affect diversion metrics, particularly the total diversion rate. 
When appropriate and invited, WSCCR will collaborate with juvenile departments and juvenile 
prosecutor’s offices to develop solutions that increase referral data completeness. 

If juvenile prosecutors’ offices are tracking referral data separately from the statewide 
system or from the juvenile department, WSCCR will request these data and include them in 
the Diversion Research Database. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.ncjj.org/fmjj/
https://www.ncjj.org/fmjj/
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Informal Diversion Data 

A key aim of HB 1391 is to strengthen diversion data and encourage courts to voluntarily 
contribute their information to statewide analyses. As described in Chapter 5, informal diversion 
programs have developed organically over time, and, prior to this report, there was no shared 
understanding of how they operate. There has also been no statewide visibility into informal 
diversion, as most informal diversions have not been included in statewide diversion reporting. As 
a result, we do not know the full scope of diversion in Washington, and we have an incomplete 
picture of counties’ diversion practices. Here we outline current challenges related to informal 
diversion data, summarize court practices, and identify next steps for data development.  
 

 

HB 1391 Requirements 

• “Developing methods to define, categorize, and track the use of informal diversion.”  

• “Juvenile courts are also encouraged to report individual-level data on informal 
diversions.”167 

 

 

 

Current Practices & Challenges 

Juvenile departments coordinate all informal diversions in some way. Courts that offer informal 
diversion maintain data in their local systems, and, in some cases, in the statewide system, but 
the information they collect varies because program structures, goals, and community-partner 
practices differ. 

Currently, there is no standardized method for documenting informal diversions in the 
statewide system. Juvenile departments have developed individualized approaches, making 
statewide diversion data difficult to accurately track and leaving informal diversions at risk of 
being under-counted. Inconsistent documentation stems from four factors: 

1. Informal diversion grew organically over the past decade. 

2. The state lacks a clear definition of informal diversion. 

3. Some courts hesitate to enter informal diversion data into the statewide system. 

4. Informal diversion programs differ from formal diversions, and the statewide system 
was designed for counsel and releases, and formal diversion. 

 
167 2SHB 1391, Section 5(2)(b); 2SHB 1391, Section 6(1)(c)(ii) 

https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2025-26/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/1391-S2.SL.pdf?q=20250715134226
https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2025-26/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/1391-S2.SL.pdf?q=20250715134226
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This report addresses the first two challenges, and courts, the AOC, and WSCCR are 
actively discussing the third and fourth challenges. The core motivation of juvenile departments 
for using informal diversion is to minimize the impact of system involvement on youth, which 
makes staff cautious about entering excessive information into the statewide system, especially 
when diversions previously appeared in a youth’s criminal history. System design limitations 
further complicate recording because available categories do not align well with informal 
diversion practices. 

Departments also express concern that entering informal diversion data into the statewide 
system could affect a youth’s ability to receive additional diversions in another county. Courts 
differ in the number of discretionary diversions they offer. They also differ in how they view 
informal diversions:  

• Departments with informal programs view informal diversions as a separate event, 
distinct from a youth’s first mandatory formal diversion.  

• Departments without informal programs view informal diversions as a youth’s first 
(i.e., mandatory) diversion. 

If a young person receives an informal diversion in one county, they may not receive additional 
diversions in a county that rarely offers discretionary diversions. 

Staff are interested in how HB 1391 may change the way informal diversions are recorded 
statewide. The revised statute clarifies that successfully completed diversions are not part of a 
youth’s criminal history. Although courts are still determining how this applies in practice and 
how it will impact their record keeping, some believe the change reduces the risk associated with 
entering informal diversion information into the statewide system. 
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Data Development Next Steps 

1. Standardize Statewide Labels | Ideally, all courts would use the same label for informal 
diversions in the statewide system. To make this possible, AOC system experts and WSCCR 
researchers are developing a set of options that will clearly identify informal diversions and 
allow the system to expand as more courts adopt these practices. Juvenile departments that 
offer informal diversion will be involved in designing these options. After selecting the final 
labels, guidance for how to use these codes will be provided to the relevant courts. 

WSCCR researchers will also work with courts that already entered informal diversions 
into the statewide system. They will review legacy codes and confirm that annual diversion 
counts are accurate. 

2. Develop Voluntary Data Sharing Expectations | HB 1391 encourages courts to voluntarily share 
informal diversion data with the AOC. Courts’ willingness to share depends on their trust in 
research partners and their own views about informal diversion. Some courts prefer to share 
only aggregated totals. When this happens, WSCCR researchers will work with them to make 
sure these totals match the structure and meaning of informal diversion data from other 
courts. The new King County Youth Diversion and Intervention Program has a renewed focus 
on data collection and a dedicated researcher. WSCCR will coordinate with this staff member 
to request voluntary sharing of its informal diversion data. 
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Diversion Data Standards 

Finally, HB 1391 establishes clear expectations for improving statewide diversion data standards. 
These requirements address longstanding concerns about the comparability of diversion data 
across counties. The development of these standards will be a collaborative process that builds 
on existing practices and incorporates feedback from frontline staff and departmental leadership. 

It is important to note that this section addresses the standardization of data 
collection and measurement practices, not the standardization of court operations. 
Achieving more consistent diversion practices across counties will require a broader, long-term 
effort, including expanded education on best practices, increased diversion-specific resources, 
and continued cross-county collaboration across all juvenile departments. 

 

HB 1391 Requirement 

• “The AOC must also work with WAJCA to develop uniform data standards for 
diversion.”168 
 

 

Statewide System Improvements 
Conversations with data specialists and members of the Juvenile Diversion Research Working 
Group identified several opportunities to strengthen statewide diversion data. Three 
improvements have already been outlined—updating the list of diversion conditions, defining a 
core set of diversion data, and standardizing labels for informal diversion. The following three 
improvements are also currently underway. 

 

Adding Reasons 
As outlined in Chapter 4, three additional diversion outcomes require additional statewide 
documentation: situations in which juvenile departments return a prosecutor’s diversion 
recommendation (“rejection”), youth who decline to participate (“refusal”), and diversion 
agreements that are formally ended by the court (“termination”). The statewide system currently 
records process outcomes, meaning it captures what occurred but not why it occurred. Although 
many juvenile departments track these reasons internally and share them with prosecutors, this 
information is not entered consistently into the statewide system.  

 
168 2SHB 1391, Section(1)(d) 

https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2025-26/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/1391-S2.SL.pdf?q=20250715134226
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Collecting “why” data, i.e. refusal, rejection, or termination reasons, moves the system 
beyond simple outcomes to insight that can guide support, training, and program design across 
jurisdictions. For example, frontline staff return recommended diversions for many reasons: they 
cannot reach the family after multiple attempts, they have concerns about a youth’s capacity or 
competency, they believe the youth’s needs exceed what diversion can provide, or restitution 
amounts are too large. If a court becomes aware that they are rejecting a large number of 
recommendations because a youth’s needs are too great for diversion, they may be able to work 
with their community partners to secure more services and decrease their return rate. 

 

Adding Incident Location 
HB 1391 requires reporting the number of referrals originating from schools, disaggregated by 
school district. In practice, almost all courts169 receive referrals exclusively from law 
enforcement, even when incidents occur on school grounds. In these situations, school staff 
notify police or a school resource officer submits a referral to the juvenile prosecutor. Currently, 
the statewide system records only the referring agency and does not capture the incident 
location, limiting the ability to determine where youth are coming into contact with the system. 

Although incident location is included in police reports, it appears only in the narrative 
section, leaving the information unstructured and difficult to analyze. As a result, many courts rely 
on staff impressions or use offense types as a proxy for location—for example, Assault 4-DV often 
indicates a home-based incident, whereas Theft 3 is generally associated with incidents in 
businesses.  

Adding a structured incident-location field to the statewide system would substantially 
improve the usefulness of diversion data. Court leaders and members of the Working Group 
identified several key benefits: 

• Supports Targeted Collaboration | Location data can highlight specific schools, malls, 
parks, or other areas with high incident or referral rates, enabling courts to partner with 
local organizations to develop alternative or innovative responses. Pierce already captures 
incident location and uses these data to guide conversations with school partners. 

• Improves Accuracy and Transparency | A structured field would provide clearer and more 
reliable public information about youth behavior and community safety, replacing current 
reliance on impressions or offense-type proxies. 

 
169 Pierce County Juvenile Court and King County Juvenile Court Services report receiving a small number of requests 
to address youth behavior directly from schools. Using the definition and logic outlined in this report, these requests 
are considered forms of deflection and not diversion, because there is no police referral for alleged criminal behavior.  
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• Identifies Challenging Environments | Consistent location data can illuminate spaces that 
may be unsupportive or unwelcoming to youth, creating opportunities for creative, 
preventative, or restorative solutions.  

• Enables Evaluation of Targeted Interventions | When courts or community partners 
implement programs in high-referral locations, such as malls, structured location data will 
allow researchers to assess the effectiveness of those interventions over time.  

• Strengthens Understanding of Youth Needs | Courts will gain deeper insight into where 
youth are experiencing challenges. For instance, if referrals frequently stem from incidents 
in the home, courts could prioritize interventions such as conflict-resolution supports, 
parenting resources, or family counseling.  

 

Streamlining Data Reporting Expectations 
HB 1391 requires annual diversion reporting. WAJDU also collects annual diversion data for its 
own evaluation and recordkeeping within WAJCA. During interviews, many juvenile department 
staff believed WAJDU’s reporting was part of a statewide effort connected to the AOC; however, it 
is not. WAJDU is an independent association, and its diversion data are not shared with the AOC. 
WSCCR staff were unaware of WAJDU’s reporting activities prior to HB 1391 research efforts.  

Because these reporting efforts overlap, WSCCR, WAJDU, and WAJCA are in the process of 
coordinating their communication and data requests. Representatives from all three groups have 
already met and agreed to align their reporting needs. WAJDU’s reporting is particularly valuable 
because it helps verify the accuracy of statewide diversion data. Going forward, WAJDU will align 
its reporting with HB 1391 requirements, including the core diversion data described earlier. 
WSCCR, WAJDU, and WAJCA will continue working together to ensure that reporting expectations 
are clear, consistent, and manageable for all juvenile courts.  
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Data Development Summary  

 Topic Plans 

Formal Diversion Data Sharing • Develop a WSCCR diversion research dataset 
from information in the statewide system 

• Request data from courts/prosecutor’s offices 
that do not fully document diversions in the 
statewide system 

 Time Efficiency  • Determine practical data sharing cadence 

 
Accuracy • Update diversion condition options 

• Support staff training on updated procedures 

 

Completeness • Collaborate with WAJCA to establish a core set 
of diversion variables 

• Assess completeness of referral information 
• Request prosecutor referral data 

Informal 
Diversion 

Standard Labels • Collaborate with courts that offer informal 
diversion and AOC system experts to establish 
standard informal diversion labels in the 
statewide system 

 

Data Sharing • Collaborate with courts that offer informal 
diversion to establish data sharing agreements 
emphasizing regularity and comparability 

Data Standards Adding Fields 
(Reasons for 
Rejection, Refusal, 
and Termination) 

• Collaborate with AOC system experts to 
introduce new fields to the statewide system 

• Support staff training on updated procedures 

 
Streamlining Data 
Reporting 
Expectations 

• Coordinate with WAJDU on annual reporting 
requirements; streamline and clarify to juvenile 
courts 
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CHAPTER 11 | EMERGING CONVERSATIONS 
       & RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

This report describes the many ways courts approach diversion. With so much variation, it 
can be difficult to find shared, practical opportunities that affect most juvenile courts in the 
state. One benefit of our deep, qualitative research approach is that we were able to identify 
seven areas of shared concern, curiosity, and openness to development. 

 

This chapter summarizes these key issues and offers recommendations for next steps. 

 

 

Key Takeaways & Top-line Recommendations 
 

• Family Crisis & Assault 4-DVs 

o Issue | Courts frequently divert Assault 4-DV alleged offenses stemming from 
family-crisis situations, where youth are disproportionately arrested, screened and 
released at juvenile detention facilities, or are detained. 
 

o Recommendation | The Legislature should provide dedicated, ongoing funding for 
community-court partnerships to establish immediate-response services and 
respite centers that offer alternatives to arrest and address underlying family issues. 
 

• Risk Screening & Assessment 

o Issue | Risk screening practices for diversion youth vary widely across juvenile 
departments, and most diversion conditions are determined through the 
professional judgement of frontline staff. 
 

o Recommendation | The Legislature should fund WSCCR to develop research-
backed best-practice guidance for diversion risk evaluation to strengthen program 
effectiveness while preserving the core goals of diversion. 
 

• Prosecutor Referral Backlogs & Inconsistent Referral Flows 
o Issue | Diversion recommendations can arrive to juvenile departments months or 

years after the incident. These delays and backlogs vary widely across jurisdictions, 
with some courts struggling to maintain responsive diversion programs due to 
prolonged prosecutor review times. Delays undermine timely, effective diversion. 
 

o Recommendation – The Washington Association of Juvenile Court Administrators 
and the Washington Association of Prosecuting Attorneys should jointly establish 
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statewide timeliness guidelines to improve consistency and ensure youth receive 
prompt, developmentally appropriate diversion opportunities. 
 

• Dedicated Diversion Funding & Programming 
o Issue | Limited diversion-specific funding and the current block grant structure 

discourage courts from allocating resources to low-risk youth, restricting 
community partnerships and programming options. 
 

o Recommendation – The Legislature should allocate additional flexible funding for 
juvenile departments to strengthen community connections and ensure equitable, 
developmentally appropriate diversion services statewide. 

 

• Record Destruction Issues 
o Issue | Although youth who successfully complete diversion are eligible at age 18 for 

destruction of court, arrest, referral, and fingerprint records, fingerprint records 
held by the Washington State Patrol are often not destroyed, producing long-term 
barriers to employment, military enlistment, licensing, and housing. 
  

o Recommendation | The Legislature should update state law to require mandatory 
destruction of all diversion-related records, across all criminal-legal agencies, to 
fully realize the intended benefits of diversion. 
 

• School Partnerships & Marijuana Vaping  
o Issue | Schools have wide variation in how often they refer students to the juvenile 

system for on-campus incidents, including marijuana-vaping, leading to 
inconsistent court involvement across the state. Referrals for marijuana vaping are 
increasingly common and present enforcement and evidentiary challenges. 
 

o Recommendation | A cross-institutional working group should develop best 
practices guidelines for responding to youth marijuana vaping incidents at school. 
 

• Data Insights & Ongoing Diversion Research 
o Issue | Juvenile courts vary widely in their data infrastructure. Some have limited 

ability to track diversion practices, evaluate outcomes, and identify equity 
concerns. HB 1391’s investment in diversion data development provides a strong 
foundation, but sustained research and accessible statewide reporting are needed 
to ensure consistent, effective, and equitable diversion practices. This research 
should also increase public transparency into diversion. 
 

o Recommendation | The Legislature should provide ongoing funding for WSCCR to 
conduct continuous diversion research focused on implementation, effectiveness, 
and equity. WSCCR should develop a publicly accessible diversion dashboard that 
complements annual reporting and supports courts, policymakers, and 
communities in understanding diversion trends and outcomes.  
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Family Crisis & Assault 4-DVs 
 

“Talking with our Functional Family Therapist a few times, he has said, ‘Boy, if I could have had this family 
at the diversion level versus on their fifth adjudicated probation case, what a difference maybe I could 

have made.’ But we don’t get [Functional Family Therapy] dollars for diversion youth unless we can get a 
moderate- or high-risk assessment for them and that’s very hard to get on a diversion kid.” 

Frontline Staff 
 
 

“There’s a fight going on between a child and parent. Officers show up and are trying to 
figure out what’s going on. And even if both are fighting with each other, they will arrest the 

child. [First], because they will think it’s parental discipline. Yes, but there are limits to 
parental discipline. Getting in a knockout, drag down fight is beyond parental discipline. 
But [second], I think it’s if I arrest the parent, I have to call CPS (child protective services) 
and find a placement for these kids and it’s such a big hassle... You know what’s easier? 

Arresting the juvenile. I’ve had cases where it’s clear the parent started it.” 
Prosecutor 

 
 

“It feels weird to say, you’re going to go to jail but you’re not going to get charged with 
anything. And it’s not because we can’t prove the case, but because we have to send you to 
diversion. It feels weird that a kid has spent the weekend in jail but is required by statue to 
not be charged with a crime. I almost think there should be a discretionary option for cops 

when it comes to kids in those situations. Obviously, we want everyone to be safe. We don't 
want to leave a kid in the custody of their parent who is out of control and hurting people. 

But a little bit more discretion for cops in those situations would be helpful.” 
Prosecutor 

 
 

“Most of the time I feel awful because as courts, at times, yes, you do work with the parent, 
but you're mainly working with the kid. And if you don't change the mind of the parents and 
if you're not connected with that adult, things are not going to change. The environment is 

going to be exactly the same. So, you have to be working with the whole family to see 
different outcomes.” 

Frontline Staff 
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Overview 
• Courts report Assault 4-DV alleged offenses are one of the most diverted situations.  

• Common understanding of domestic violence often connote harm between adult 
romantic partners. However, most domestic violence situations involving youth 
occur because of a family crisis between a parent and child or between siblings, not 
situations between romantic partners.170  

• Frontline staff report that these family crises often grow out of conflict over taking 
away electronics, curfew problems, unmet mental health needs, or gaps in effective 
parenting skills. 

• Courts report that youth involved in Assault 4-DV situations are disproportionately 
arrested, compared to youth with other referral reasons. Some arrested youth are 
also screened and admitted to juvenile detention centers before they are diverted. 

• Several informal diversion programs are specifically designed to respond to family 
crisis situations. 

 

Frequent Arrest 
State law allows for arrest without warrants in domestic violence situations.171 Because of this, 
youth involved in family crises can be arrested and taken to local juvenile detention facilities. 
Some youth are held at detention centers, and others are screened and released. See Arrest, 
Screened & Released, or Detention for more details on how this affects diversion processes. 

Courts report that police often default to arresting the young person during a family crisis, 
if they believe an arrest is necessary. They also report that this can happen even when evidence 
suggests the adult was the aggressor.  

Arresting and removing the adult creates significant complications. Underage children in 
the home, including diversion youth and their siblings, cannot stay alone without a suitable adult. 
Coordinating with other agencies, such as the Department of Children, Youth & Families, is 
difficult and often does not happen quickly enough. As a result, police often choose the more 
straightforward option of arresting the young person and transporting them to a detention center. 

 
170 Several courts do report that Assault 4-DV issues between juvenile romantic partners have increased recently. 
171 RCW 10.31.100 outlines guidance for arrest without a warrant. When police officers have probable cause, they can 
arrest a person for an alleged felony offense, or for a misdemeanor or gross misdemeanor under certain conditions. 
Section 1 allows for arrests when misdemeanor/gross misdemeanor offenses “involve physical harm or threats of 
harm to any person.” Section 2d outlines the mandatory arrest requirement for people over the age of 18 involved in a 
domestic violence situation. 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=10.31.100
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Impact 

Youth involved in family crisis can be exposed to arrest, and sometimes detention. 
Juvenile departments report that a small proportion of diversions start with a youth being in 
custody—arrested, screened and released, or detained. But, most youth with an in-custody 
experience are involved in a family crisis and have Assault 4-DV or Malicious Mischief 4-DV 
referrals. 

Arrest and detention exposure constitute serious and impactful contact with the criminal 
legal system. Even a short stay in detention can have negative effects on a young person.172 Arrest 
often causes similar harm.173 Depending on local detention screening policies, court scheduling, 
and whether parents are willing to pick up their children,174 detained youth may stay in custody for 
several hours or days. 

Juvenile departments report that police often choose to arrest youth instead of adults, 
even when documentation shows the adult was equally or more involved in the incident. If this 
pattern is real and widespread, it reflects an unintended consequence of domestic violence arrest 
laws that exposes youth to a disproportion (and possibly unjust) level of system exposure and 
involvement. 
 

Diversion youth who enter detention facilities can be fingerprinted. 
Fingerprinting practices differ across jurisdictions. Some detention facilities fingerprint youth 
when they enter a detention facility. Other courts fingerprint youth only when their case is 
adjudicated and they are found guilty. Fingerprint records are routinely sent to the Washington 
State Patrol (WSP). 

Youth who successfully complete diversion qualify to have their records destroyed. This 
includes diversion paperwork at the court, referral records at police departments, and fingerprint 
records at WSP. In practice, destroying fingerprint records is exceedingly difficult, creating later 
impacts on diversion youth. We explain these challenges in the Record Destruction Issues 
section. 

 

 

 

 

 
172 Ackerman et al., 2024; Holman & Ziedenberg, 2013; Mendel, 2023; Nam-Sonenstein, 2024 
173 Bersani et al., 2022; Hirschfield, 2009; Kirk & Sampson, 2012; Tinner et al., 2022 
174 See Parents 
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Court Responses 

Respite Centers 
King County Juvenile Court and the King County Prosecuting Attorney’s Office created the Family 
Intervention and Restorative Services (FIRS) Center in 2016 to address the problem of youth being 
arrested and detained because of family crises. A community partner operates this 24/7 center 
within a separate wing of the detention center, giving youth a safe place to go after a crisis. Youth 
and families meet with social workers and juvenile probation counselors to assess their situation, 
build safety plans, and connect with free services. Youth can also go directly to the FIRS Center 
without first being arrested.  

 

Offering Immediate Family Therapy 
Spokane’s juvenile department created the Positive Family Connection informal diversion 
program to quickly support youth who were arrested and screened and released after a family 
crisis. Pierce County’s juvenile department offers the Family First track, which informally diverts 
youth involved in family crises to Our Sister’s House, a community diversion partner, or provides 
services soon after an arrest and screen and release.  
 

Release 
Some juvenile departments use the release diversion option for youth arrested and detained 
during a family crisis. These departments recognize the impact of these system contacts and 
believe youth may not benefit from the ongoing requirements of a formal diversion agreement. 
Frontline staff still meet with youth and families to offer resources and help them connect with 
services when needed.  
 

Prevention Services 
A small number of juvenile departments offer prevention services to youth and families in crisis 
before any alleged criminal behavior occurs. Chapter 2 describes these programs. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://kingcounty.gov/en/court/superior-court/courts-jails-legal-system/court-programs-children-families/juvenile-court-services/programs-services-juvenile-court/for-families-experiencing-violence/firs
https://kingcounty.gov/en/court/superior-court/courts-jails-legal-system/court-programs-children-families/juvenile-court-services/programs-services-juvenile-court/for-families-experiencing-violence/firs
https://www.oursistershouse.com/
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Recommendations 

1. Research the problem. 
Courts across the state report that many youth diverted for family crisis situations experience 
arrest, screen and release, and detention. However, the scale of this problem is unknown—we 
do not know how many youth are affected or whether this occurs more frequently in certain 
jurisdictions. The Legislature should fund WSCCR to define the scope of this issue and identify 
areas where support is most needed. 
 

2. Evaluate the responses. 
The Legislature should fund research to evaluate the efficacy of respite centers and 
immediate family therapy in Washington state. The report should also review other evidence-
based responses to family crisis in Washington, nationally, and internationally. 
 

3. The Legislature should allocate dedicated and ongoing funding for community-court 
partnerships to establish immediate-response crisis services and respite centers that 
offer alternatives to arrest and address underlying family issues. 

Youth and families in crisis need responses that keep everyone safe and address the root 
causes of conflict. To be effective, these responses require dedicated, ongoing funding. 
Money should support community-court partnerships and strengthen long-term community 
capacity. Other government groups, including DCYF, should also invest in and support these 
community-based services. 

 

4. Increase police discretion within the domestic violence arrest law. 
Court staff and prosecutors argue that domestic violence arrest laws should change so that 
police feel able to resolve situations through means other than arrest. They note that police 
should still have the option for arrest when serious harm or injury has occurred.  

However, they also point out that police presence alone often calms the situation, making 
arrest unnecessary. This increased discretion should be accompanied by training on effective 
responses to domestic violence situations involving youth, as well as greater support 
alternative responses. For example, police should have access to materials that enable them 
to recommend community-based services. 
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Diversion Risk Evaluation 
 
 

“It’s about looking at the individual circumstances of each kid, case, risk-need 
responsivity. If we do a prescreen and its high risk, it doesn’t mean they are ineligible for 

diversion. But you might want to look at it differently for a second or third diversion because 
did we actually address the risk? Did we do enough in that diversion to mitigate that risk. 
And if we didn’t and they are still high risk, does it make sense to put them back through 

diversion if we aren't doing anything to mitigate the risk?” 
Frontline Staff 

 

 

“If we are going to offer these diversions, and do the risk assessments, we should be able 
to offer the services the risk assessment says they need to do, and we just don’t.” 

Frontline Staff 
 

 

“When you have those moderate- or high-risk kids and you’re trying to help rehabilitate or 
do restorative justice with the wrong tool, they fail. They don’t complete. With the new 

legislation, [diversion] can be pushed out for up to a year. So now you’ve added an extra 
year before this kid can get help. The diversion gets terminated, goes back to the 

prosecutor’s office. If there’s a backlog, it could be another year to two years. So now you 
have several years that a moderate- to high-risk youth has been waiting and needing 

services, meanwhile they are reoffending or they die. Or someone dies. So, there’s that risk 
component. But there’s also that risk to the youth in terms of their self-identity, as seeing 
themselves as failing at something, ‘the court has labeled me as bad.’ Which is one of the 
most terrifying pieces, because we know the outcomes for youth who see themselves that 

way. It’s not okay.” 

Department Leadership 
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Overview 
• Juvenile courts across Washington vary in how they incorporate risk screeners and 

assessments into diversion practices. 

• Many departments do not complete risk assessments for youth participating in 
diversion. The most common reason departments use risk assessments is to 
determine eligibility for the Coordination of Services program. 

• Departments are discussing how to apply risk-assessment tools in diversion, 
specifically best practice and practical constraints. Additionally, staff wonder if 
diversion is an effective option for moderate- and high-risk youth. 

• Washington provides statewide guidance for the use of risk-assessment tools in 
probation. Staff use these tools to understand a youth’s background, develop case 
plans aligned with their identified needs, and measure progress over time.  

• Youth must complete risk screening and assessment to participate in evidence-
based programs that are reimbursed through the block grant. 

 

Risk Screener & Assessment Explainer  
Risk screeners and assessments collect information about a young person’s criminal and social 
history to generate a validated risk score that estimates the likelihood of receiving a new criminal 
referral. The score is calculated using a weighted point system that assigns higher values to 
factors shown through research to be more strongly associated with reoffending. Based on this 
score, youth are classified into one of three risk categories: low, moderate, or high. The risk 
evaluation tool used at the time of the study is the PACT (Positive Achievement Change Tool):175 

• The pre-screen identifies the factors most predictive of reoffending and produces a risk 
score. It incorporates static factors, historical experiences that cannot be changed, and 
dynamic factors that can shift over time. However, the pre-screen does not identify needs.  

• The full assessment includes all items from the pre-screen and adds questions about free 
time, employment, peer relationships, attitudes, aggression, and social skills. It provides a 
deeper understanding of a young person’s needs, supports individualized case planning, 
and determines eligibility for evidence-based programs reimbursed through the block 
grant. Courts typically reserve the full assessment for youth who score in the moderate or 
high range on the pre-screen. 

 
175 Risk screeners and assessments are built from large-scale research identifying which factors most strongly predict 
youth reoffending. Factors more predictive of recidivism receive greater statistical weight in producing an overall risk 
score. Washington is in the process of updating its current tool, the PACT, through the development of the JCAT, 
which revalidates and reweights the assessment based on the most up-to-date research. 
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Youth Information used to Inform the PACT Risk Assessment Tool 
* static factor   **dynamic factor 

Criminal History 
(Available in the Statewide System) 

Social History 
(Gathered during In-Person Meetings) 

• Age at first criminal referral* • Gender* 

• Misdemeanor & felony referrals* • School engagement & performance** 

• Weapons referrals* • Current** & past* friend dynamics 

• Alleged offenses against persons* • Parenting dynamics** 

• Past detention or incarceration* • Family member incarceration** 

• Escapes or failures to appear* • Current** & past* substance use 

 • History of mental health problems* 

 • Experiences of abuse or neglect* 

 • Foster care placement, running away, 
being kicked out of the house* 

 

It is important to recognize that risk scores incorporate information from both a youth’s 
criminal and social history. If a young person has more than one referral, it does not automatically 
mean they shift out of the low-risk category. Instead, each referral is evaluated in context, and the 
youth’s overall social circumstances, along with the specific details of the incident, determine 
how the final score is calculated. 

 

Risk Level Definitions using Criminal and Social History Risk Scores 

 Social History Risk Score 

Criminal History Score 0–5 points 6–9 points 10–18 points 

0–2 points Low Low Moderate 

3–7 points Low Moderate High 

8–31 points Moderate High High 
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Common Practice 

Juvenile departments use risk screeners and assessments in a variety of ways during diversion. 

 
Informal Question Asking 
 Many courts do not administer formal risk screeners for diversion youth. Instead, staff report that 
they draw on PACT pre-screen topics to informally ask about a young person’s criminal and social 
history without completing the official tool. 
 

Pre-screening for Program Eligibility & State Reimbursement 
Departments commonly complete the PACT pre-screen to determine eligibility for Coordination of 
Services, an evidence-based program reimbursable through the block grant. This is the most 
frequent reason why departments screen diversion youth. 

 
Discretionary Diversion 
A small number of courts require youth receiving a second or third diversion to complete a full risk 
assessment. These assessments help determine eligibility for evidence-based programs and 
support more targeted case management, including i-ACT-informed sessions. 

 
Full Assessments 
One department administers the full PACT assessment for every diversion and incorporates the 
results into diversion agreements.  

 
Other Screeners 
Some departments use tools that assess risks and needs beyond reoffending, such as risk of sex 
trafficking, trauma exposure, depression, or anxiety, as well as strengths-based screeners. These 
validated tools support more accurate identification of youth needs and better-targeted service 
referrals. King County Juvenile Court Services regularly uses additional screeners for youth with 
complex needs.  
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Active Conversations 
Juvenile departments across Washington are currently engaged in discussions regarding the use 
of risk assessment in diversion. These discussions are ongoing, and there is broad agreement that 
further clarification of best practices is needed. The following summarizes the key questions 
currently under consideration, along with general observations from the field. 

 

Question 1: Is risk screening too much contact for diversion? Is it best practice? 

Current Practice | Risk screening is a more formal interaction in which probation counselors 
ask structured questions and complete standardized forms. This contrasts with the informal, 
conversational tone of many diversion meetings. 

Juvenile Department Conversation | Staff in many departments worry that increasing the 
formality of diversion may overexpose youth to the legal system and undermine the low-
contact principles that guide diversion best practice. Some note that formal screening may 
interrupt rapport-building during initial meetings. 

 

Question 2: What is the purpose of screening diversion youth when there are few programs 
available to serve them? 

Current Practice | In probation settings, risk assessments guide eligibility for services and 
inform case planning. However, diversion youth, especially those assessed as low risk, 
typically have limited contact with the court and fewer available programs. Departments rarely 
develop case plans for diversion youth beyond the terms of the diversion agreement. 

Juvenile Department Conversation | Staff question the value of collecting sensitive 
information when results are unlikely to influence diversion conditions. Some also express 
concern that asking about family dynamics or past trauma may be intrusive or retraumatizing, 
especially when departments lack resources to respond meaningfully. 

 

Question 3: How can risk screening inform diversion decisions if youth are screened only 
after they have already been recommended diversion? 

Current Practice | Best practice indicates that most low-risk youth, and some moderate- and 
high-risk youth with appropriate supports, benefit from diversion.176 In Washington, 
prosecutors typically make diversion recommendations with limited information, relying on 
information about the referred incident, criminal history information available in the statewide 

 
176 Gatti et al., 2009; Lipsey et al., 2010; Lowenkamp et al., 2006; Motz et al., 2019; Nagin et al., 2009; Sperber et al., 
2013; Young et al., 2022 
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system, and any social information provided by the juvenile department. They rarely know a 
youth’s risk level unless a prior assessment exists and is shared by the department. 

Juvenile Department Conversation | To align with best practice, risk screening would need to 
occur before prosecutors make diversion recommendations, which could require youth and 
families to attend both a screening appointment and an initial diversion meeting. Departments 
worry that this may create barriers to participation. Some also fear that screening could 
unintentionally reduce diversion opportunities for moderate- or high-risk youth. 

 

Question 4: What practical challenges would be created by expanded risk screening? 

Current Practice | Most courts meet with diversion youth once, for a single one-hour 
appointment. The PACT pre-screen typically takes 15–30 minutes and is designed to be 
administered privately so youth can speak candidly about their home environment and 
personal experiences. In diversion, however, the initial meeting often includes a parent or 
supportive adult. 

Juvenile Department Conversation | Staff report concerns about increasing the meeting 
length, pacing, and the difficulty of conducting accurate screening when family members are 
present. Some are uncomfortable asking adults to leave the room. 
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Impact 

Diversion recommendations often depend on information about the alleged offense and a 
youth’s criminal history, rather than their full risk profile. 
Under current practices, frontline staff conduct risk screening or assessment only after 
prosecutors have already recommended diversion, meaning eligibility decisions are based on 
offense severity and prior history, not a youth’s risk score, as recommended by best practice.177 
As a result, youth who are low risk may not be identified for appropriate diversion opportunities, 
and youth who are moderate or high risk may miss services that could address their risk factors 
and strengthen protective factors. 

Risk assessment tools incorporate both criminal and social-history information. A youth 
with a limited criminal history may nonetheless have substantial unmet needs that informal 
conversations fail to uncover. Conversely, a young person may be facing a more serious alleged 
offense while having a social history that does not increase their likelihood of reoffending. When 
diversion eligibility is determined primarily by the nature of the alleged offense, courts may 
inadvertently limit access to diversion for youth who would benefit most and overlook needs that 
structured risk tools are designed to identify.  

 

Diversion approaches and practices vary widely across the state. 
As detailed in this report, counties differ in their diversion philosophies, available resources, and 
interpretations of diversion statutes. By contrast, probation practices show far greater 
consistency because the state provides clear guidance and standardized tools. Washington’s 
Case Management Assessment Process (CMAP) offers a structured framework that supports 
probation counselors in gathering risk-assessment information, developing individualized case 
plans, and connecting youth to appropriate programs. This standardized structure shapes how 
probation counselors understand youth behavior and select effective interventions.  

Diversion lacks comparable evidence-based or standardized guidance. This gap 
contributes meaningfully to statewide variation in program design and implementation. Some 
courts rely on written policies and formal screening tools, while others depend primarily on staff 
judgment and local practice norms. Without statewide standards, diversion conditions, 
expectations, and available supports can differ substantially across counties, even when 
practices are well-intentioned. Research-informed guidance and consistent statewide 
frameworks could strengthen the effectiveness of diversion and support a more equitable 
alignment between youth needs and available resources. 

 

 
177 Seigle et al., 2014 

https://www.courts.wa.gov/wsccr/juvenile-probation/
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In most jurisdictions, diversion conditions are determined primarily through staff 
professional judgment rather than through validated screening tools.  
Best practice in juvenile legal systems recommends using structured screeners or assessments 
to identify a young person’s risk level, criminogenic needs, and protective factors. These tools 
help staff determine which needs are changeable and allow them to tailor interventions 
accordingly. Although many diversion practices in Washington reflect risk-need-responsivity 
principles, formal assessments remain uncommon and are most frequently used only to 
establish eligibility for specific programs. As a result, the vast majority of diversion agreements 
are shaped by staff observations and conversations rather than standardized risk information. 

Frontline staff shape youths’ diversion experiences by assigning conditions such as 
community service, mental-health or substance-use evaluations, and educational requirements, 
including classes or written assignments. These conditions are typically informed by the staff’s 
understanding of the youth and the initial diversion meeting. If a department offers Coordination 
of Services programming, staff complete a risk screener to determine eligibility. In some courts, 
youth receiving a second or third discretionary diversion complete a risk assessment to develop 
an appropriate plan. 

However, this informed but informal approach can lead to mismatches between youths’ 
actual needs and the conditions they are required to complete. For example, youth may be 
directed to undergo mental-health or substance-use evaluations without the benefit of a formal 
screener to determine whether such interventions are appropriate. When youth do not need these 
services, mandatory evaluations may unnecessarily expose them to other formal systems or to 
stigmatizing labels. Conversely, key needs may go unidentified when structured tools are not 
used. Unaddressed needs can limit the effectiveness of diversion, reducing opportunities to 
strengthen protective factors or mitigate risk. 

 

Formal screeners standardize approaches and reduce possible bias. 
Regular use of validated screening tools helps standardize decision-making and reduce the 
potential for bias in discretionary systems.178 Research shows that without formal screeners, 
frontline staff must rely solely on professional judgment, judgment that can be unintentionally 
influenced by perceptions of a young person’s attitude, cultural background, or demographic 
characteristics.179 

 One department leader shared that they use several different screeners for this reason: 
“One of our stated values is figuring out a youth’s core needs right out of the gate. That’s a shared vision of 
ours. If we’re not intervening when people need us we become useless. So the screening tools are part of 

 
178 Gonzalez et al., 2021 
179 Wilson-McCoy & Peck, 2024 
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that. Does the kid have flags for anxiety, depression, [substance use disorder]? And we’re cutting through 
our individual discretion and bias. Because we all think we’re experts, but in research that’s not true. We 
can all look at kids who have different racial, cultural, or familial backgrounds and we interpret behavior 
differently based on all of those things. That’s known. So, we use these [screening] tools.” 

 To be clear, we did not ask department leaders about potential bias in how diversion 
conditions are assigned, and no explicit examples of biased practices emerged during interviews. 
A quantitative analysis comparing demographic groups is the most reliable method for assessing 
this possibility. 

 

Washington does not have a clear, statewide profile of youth who participate in diversion. 
Although validated risk tools provide meaningful insight into a young person’s criminal and social 
history, this information is often not collected for diversion youth. As a result, it is difficult to 
develop a statewide understanding of the needs of diversion youth, assess diversion outcomes, 
or design appropriate services. Many people assume that youth in diversion are uniformly low 
risk; however, diversion eligibility practices vary widely across counties, and Washington’s 
diversion population likely reflects a mix of risk levels that differs significantly by jurisdiction. 

This absence of systematic information limits the accuracy of future recidivism 
evaluations and makes it more challenging to develop evidence-aligned diversion programs or 
allocate funding effectively. A clearer understanding of the risk profiles of diversion youth, both 
within individual counties and across the state, is essential to ensuring that diversion practices 
are responsive the actual needs of youth and support consistent, equitable outcomes. 
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Recommendations 

1. WSCCR should identify best practices for diversion risk evaluation. 
Many juvenile department leaders and staff want clear guidance on how risk tools should be 
used in diversion. The Legislature should fund WSCCR to develop research-backed best-
practice guidance for diversion risk evaluations to strengthen program effectiveness while 
preserving core diversion goals: preventing system entrenchment and reducing recidivism. 
 

This guidance should include: 

• Best practices for diversion risk assessment, with information on how to reduce 
possible disparate impacts of risk screening on vulnerable youth, and record keeping 
practices that reduce unintended consequences of risk documentation 

• Identification of existing practices that align with best practice 

• Identification of practices that courts should refine or redesign  

• A research summary including:  

o An overview of current juvenile court risk screening practices in Washington, 
other states, and nationally 

o Examples of diversion-specific risk screeners 

o Examples of mental-health and substance-use screeners relevant to diversion 

o Examples of screeners addressing trauma, sex trafficking, strengths, and skills 

 

2. Juvenile departments should consider incorporating risk screeners and other screeners 
to help guide diversion practices. 
Once best practice guidance is established, juvenile departments should use validated 
screeners to inform their work with diversion youth, particularly when determining mental 
health or substance use interventions. Departments that adopt screeners should also 
document and regularly review their practices to ensure consistency across staff and youth, 
and alignment with best practice. 

 

3. WSCCR should include risk scores information in future diversion recidivism analysis. 
Future diversion recidivism research should incorporate risk-profile information whenever 
reliable data are available. Including this information will enable researchers to better identify 
effective diversion approaches, support program development, and align data work with 
ongoing statewide conversations about risk-assessment best practices. 
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Prosecutor Referral Backlogs & Inconsistent Referral Flows 
 

 
 

“I do believe you should try to address juvenile cases when they happen.  

That's a great goal. But when I came in, we had a huge stack of backlog for juvenile cases, 
so there have been cases we have filed that have been quite old.  

We are trying to get to that stage that we are getting to the [referrals] as they are happening 
so there is more repercussion close to when the incident occurs.” 

Prosecutor  

 
 

“We go from getting diversions, to not getting diversions. 
 We have to track them down and they are sitting on someone’s desk.” 

Frontline Staff 
 

 

“Staff will often tell us that a youth, in their mind, has already dealt with it and now it's a 
year later. Why are we here? I feel like we're punishing the youth after it's already been dealt 

with. Parents are confused and thought that this was already done. The best thing 
administratively I can do is explain the process and be honest with them and say, ‘You're 

right. It shouldn't have taken this long.’ And once I explain the process the majority of 

parents understand because someone took the time to explain it to them. But we also see 
that the youth does not correlate that we are having this intervention because of what I did 

way back then. It has to be immediate for them to connect the dots.... Some kids don't 
remember all the details when you try and go back through it and that's frustrating. You 

read the report them, but what are you doing?  
[Parents] think nothing is going to come from it. I don’t like that feeling.” 

Frontline Staff 
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Overview 

• Prosecutor offices review police referrals to determine whether a young person 
qualifies for diversion180 and then forward recommended referrals to the juvenile 
department for possible diversion.  

• When this review process slows, referrals accumulate, diminishing—or at times 
halting—the flow of diversion reviews and offers from the juvenile department.  

• In other instances, prosecutors batch their reviews, sending large groups of 
referrals at once.  

• Ultimately, slow or sporadic review means youth may be offered diversion 
opportunities long after they were first referred to the court. This is counter to 
research that shows timely responses are more effective.181 

• Some juvenile departments report receiving diversion referrals months or even 
years after the underlying incident.  

• These delays vary across jurisdictions, with a handful of courts struggling to 
maintain functional diversion programs due to prolonged review times.  

• Although backlogs and inconsistent referral flows pose significant challenges in 
certain areas, many juvenile departments share that they have elevated levels of 
juvenile prosecutor turnover. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
180 Lewis, Mason, Skamania, and Spokane juvenile departments screen incoming police referrals for diversion 
eligibility. See their profiles in Chapter 13 for more information. 
181 Barnoski, 1997; Bol, 1995; Butts et al., 2010 
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Causes of Referral Backlogs & Inconsistent Flows 
 
Prosecutor Turnover 
Juvenile department leaders and staff report that prosecutor turnover is the main driver of referral 
backlogs and inconsistent flows. Many prosecutors view juvenile prosecution as less prestigious 
than other roles, meaning early-career prosecutors often move on quickly, leaving vacancies and 
gaps in coverage. It can also be challenging to fill open positions, particularly in smaller, rural 
jurisdictions.  

Departments report working with juvenile prosecutors for only 5–6 months. One court 
worked with eight different prosecutors in five years. Turnover among elected prosecutors and 
prosecutors’ support staff can also create delays. 

 
Institutional Knowledge & Specialized Training 
Frequent turnover means the juvenile department often carries most of the institutional 
knowledge about diversion. Department staff and leadership say they regularly educate new 
prosecutors about their county’s diversion practices, key parts of diversion law, and their local 
programs. Juvenile law is complex, and several new prosecutors said it took months to learn the 
statutes. Training and cross-office coordination take time and can slow down referrals when 
turnover is high. 
 
Diversion Referrals may be a Low Priority 
Some prosecutors view diversion as only appropriate for minor alleged offenses and lower-risk 
youth. As a result, police referrals that will likely be diverted may feel less urgent than those 
involving more serious situations or adult offenses.  

This view was most common in those offices where attorneys had to review all juvenile and 
adult referrals, argue cases in court, and manage heavy caseloads. Offices with dedicated 
juvenile prosecutors did not report this problem. When prosecutors treat diversion referrals as 
low priority, the flow can become sporadic. 

 
Police Delays 
A few courts reported that inconsistent flows start with the police rather than the prosecutor. In 
these situations, prosecutors may have a referral but cannot act on it until police provide 
additional information. In other situations, police send referrals long after the original incident, 
creating further delays. 
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Impacts 

Diversion becomes less effective. 
Research on youth brain development shows that responses to harmful or disruptive behavior 
work best when they happen soon after the incident.182 Long delays weaken the impact because 
young people struggle to connect the response to the original situation. Diversion services and 
interventions need to respond quickly to be effective. 
 
Variation between jurisdictions’ diversion practices grows. 
Juvenile departments range in their response to delayed referrals, grouping old referrals into one 
diversion or counsel and releasing youth with significantly delayed referrals. Some move forward 
and offer youth formal diversions. These inconsistent responses widen place-based differences in 
youths’ experience with the legal system. 
 
Public trust in the legal system weakens. 
Frontline staff report that parents feel angry and frustrated when their child’s referrals move 
forward long after the incident. They also report youth can feel confused about why they need to 
address an old issue. These delays likely reduce trust in the system’s ability to respond quickly or 
effectively. For families who need services, delays can deepen feelings of abandonment and the 
belief that the local government programs are not responsive to their needs. 
 
Youth and families do not receive timely responses from the legal system. 
Significant delays in diversions may raise concerns about due process. Diversion is a legal 
process, and youth have the right to timely responses under the Fourteenth Amendment.183 
 
Escalating youth behavior and unmet needs can go unnoticed until they become serious. 
Delayed referrals can block frontline staff from spotting important warning signs, such as 
escalating behavior or serious unmet needs. When referrals arrive out of order or long after the 
initial incident, staff struggle to see patterns and respond quickly. Youth may miss critical 
windows to receive needed services. Some staff also worry that delays can lead to serious public 
safety risks if youth harm themselves or others. 
 
Community-court partnerships become unsustainable and impractical. 
Community organizations and juvenile departments report that inconsistent referral flows make it 
difficult to partner effectively on diversion work (see Chapter 9). 
 

 
182 Barnoski, 1997; Bol, 1995; Butts et al., 2010 
183 U.S. Const. amend. XIV, § 1 
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Court Responses 

Most juvenile department responses to delayed referrals rely on informal, relationship-based 
communication.  
 
Inquiring about Pending Referrals 
Department leadership and staff may contact the prosecutor’s office to ask about pending 
referrals. They report often receiving referrals soon after.  
 
Departments Batch-Process Diversions 
In departments that receive referrals in large batches from prosecutors, staff and leadership 
report that they also batch their own work by reviewing all referrals and starting all diversions at 
once. Other departments prioritize diversions by focusing on the oldest referrals and incidents 
first. 
 
Other Responses 
Prosecutors and frontline staff report combining several delayed referrals into one diversion. In 
other situations, frontline staff choose to counsel and release youth whose referrals arrived after 
lengthy delays. Prosecutors also report that they may take “no action”184 on old referrals, 
especially when the incidents were less serious. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
184 Prosecutors can make the discretionary decision to take no action on a referral, meaning a young person’s referral 
is not diverted and charges are not filed. Prosecutors and departments report that “no actions” are rare. Prosecutors 
can take no action for a variety of reasons—a lack of probable cause, resource constraints, prioritization of other 
cases, or in the interest of justice and public safety. 
 In our framework of alternative responses, “no actions” are closest to a deflection, as they prevent youth 
from becoming involved in the juvenile court system. However, because they occur only rarely, we think of them as a 
technical prosecutorial choice rather than an alternative pathway. 
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Recommendations 

1. Research the problem. 
Beyond information available in this report, we do not know the full extent or severity of 
diversion timeliness issues in Washington. A statewide analysis should examine timeliness 
indicators at key junctures in the diversion process: the initial referral to the prosecutor’s 
office, the prosecutor’s review, the juvenile department’s diversion offer, and the youth’s 
response to the offer. This work will require data development in some prosecutors’ offices. 
 

2. The Washington Association of Juvenile Court Administrators and the Washington 
Association of Prosecuting Attorneys should collaboratively develop timeliness 
guidelines for diversion recommendations. 
These associations should co-create guidelines to strengthen diversion practices and 
increase diversion responsiveness across the state. The guidelines should account for high 
turnover among juvenile prosecutors and comparatively stable staffing in juvenile 
departments. Guidelines should also identify areas of operational coordination between 
juvenile departments and prosecutor offices that reduce review delays. 
 

3. WAPA should develop diversion training resources for new juvenile prosecutors and 
create accessible diversion guidance. 
New prosecutors report that they would benefit from specific diversion training. They report 
needing to research diversion law, gather more information, or clarify statutes when deciding 
diversion eligibility, which all slow their review timeline. Some also said mentorship from 
experienced juvenile prosecutors would help increase their understanding and confidence. 

Most prosecutors said diversion law is clear, but confusion still came up in interviews. 
Clear, accessible guidance may help prosecutors review referrals more quickly and support 
more consistent practices statewide. 
 

4. Juvenile courts should collaboratively develop internal policies on how to respond to 
delayed referrals. 
Prosecutors, department leadership and staff, and judges should work together to create 
clear guidance on how to handle delayed referrals. They should document this guidance, and 
review and update it regularly, and apply it equitably to all delayed diversion referrals. 
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Dedicated Diversion Funding & Programming 
 
 

“A lot of courts just do their own thing [for diversion programming]. Well, we're just going to 
do it. We're going to fund it. We're going to have this class. Which is what we have done in 
the past. We're going to do a class and fund it because we see a need and we're going to 

make it a priority. And it's not part of any reporting or anything. We don't get any dollars for 
it. But we want to do things that are effective—and how is [that effectiveness] measured?” 

Department Leadership 
 
 

“We have what we create.” 
Frontline Staff 

 
 

“It's about incentive structure. The goals that we set for [Juvenile Rehabilitation], [diversion 
youth on evidence-based programs] don't count towards our goals if we connect kids with 
services. But they wouldn't count towards our goals. I would love if JR would change their 

ways on that. If we are inundated with kids, we are going to choose the ones that are going 
to help us get us to our targets. I think [that] would be an easy incentive structure to fix.” 

Department Leadership 
 
 

“The county right now pays for everything with diversion youth. Everything. There's nothing 
the block grant pays for... But the biggest thing with expanding diversion to other offenses is 

having the ability to convince the prosecutor's office that we're going to do X, Y, and Z that 
we’re not doing now. So, most of the reasons why we [return the diversion to the 

prosecutor] is because we don't have the resources to give the kid what they might need or 
to protect the community, either one.” 

Department Leadership 
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Overview 

• Courts report funding for diversion programming is extremely limited.  

• One reason for this limited funding is the incentive structure of the DCYF block 
grant that funds juvenile court programs, which prioritizes programming for youth 
who are assessed to be at a moderate to high risk of reoffending. 

• Courts report that their diversion programs are funded through a combination of the 
block grant, local tax revenue, grants, flexible budget lines, and personal staff 
spending. 

• Courts share that increased funding would allow them to provide programming for 
youth experiencing family crisis, address specific youth needs, participate in more 
community partnerships, and provide concrete goods to diversion youth. 

• Prosecutors expressed a desire for diversion programming for sexually motivated 
referrals and firearms possession. 

 

 

Note | Research published in the MJC diversion report finds that “no funds in [state] 
channels are specifically dedicated to diversion programs and the overall funds available 
are a small portion of overall court budgets.”185 Alizadeh et al. (2025) provide a detailed 
examination of juvenile courts’ diversion funding structures, identifying benefits and 
barriers of the current approach. They also make targeted recommendations to improve 
diversion support to courts, community partners, and victims.  

These recommendations focus on aspects of diversion support outside the scope of 
this research (i.e. victim impact and service funding) but align with our general findings and 
recommendations. This section dovetails with their chapter, expanding on the impacts of 
inadequate diversion funding for juvenile departments and youth diversion. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.courts.wa.gov/subsite/mjc/docs/2025/Statewide%20Youth%20Diversion%20Report%202025.pdf
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Block Grant & Evidence-Based Program Funding Explainer 

Most funding for juvenile court programs comes through a block grant run by Juvenile 
Rehabilitation in the Washington State Department of Children, Youth & Families. Every two 
years, the Legislature sets aside roughly $38 million for the block grant, of which, approximately 
$3 million went to evidence-based programming in 2023.186  

The grant’s stated priority is to fund “[evidence-based programs] and disposition 
alternatives diverting1 youth from confinement in [Juvenile Rehabilitation facilities].”2 The block 
grant gives courts flexibility to respond to their own community needs: “The block grant is a way of 
funding juvenile courts for local flexibility to meet the needs of low, moderate, and high-risk youth 
while also improving public safety and maximizing savings for the state and local communities.” 

 

Each county’s block grant funding is determined by a weighted formula: 

Block Grant Factors 
Weighted 

Percentages 

At Risk Population (10-17 Year Olds) 37.5% 

Moderate-/High-Risk Assessed Population 15% 

Evidence-Based Program Participants 25% 

Minority Population 17.5% 

Disposition Alternative Participants 5% 

Sum of Weights 100% 

 

The formula assigns weights to each risk category: high risk (4.4), moderate risk (2.5), and low risk 
(1). This encourages courts to focus on programs that serve moderate- and high-risk youth. DCYF 
explains that “taking funding from these programs to implement a program for low-risk youth 
could result in a negative impact in the funding formula for that juvenile court.”187 

 

 
185 Alizadeh et al., 2025 
186 WA DCYF, 2023 
187 WA DCYF, 2020  
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The block grant reimburses courts for youth who 1) complete a risk screening or 
assessment, 2) meet program eligibility rules, and 3) take part in the program. Across 
Washington, most juvenile courts offer one or more of these evidence-based programs (EBPs): 

Program Risk # of Courts 

Coordination of Services Low 12 

Employment Education Training Moderate, High 15 

Functional Family Therapy Moderate, High 24 
 

Nineteen courts also offer a “promising program” called Individual – Alternative Choice Training (i-
ACT). Promising programs are approaches that “show promising results but require further 
evaluation to determine whether they can be considered evidence based.”188 

Juvenile departments can also receive block grant reimbursements for “effective 
community-based programs” (ECBPs). Partners started developing this option after the 
Legislature approved the Evidence-Based Expansion (EBE) budget proviso in 2022.189 The proviso 
directed key partners to develop recommendations for expanding community juvenile 
accountability programs funded through the block grant. In 2023, a working group authorized by 
the Block Grant Oversight Committee approved specific ECBP recommendations and developed 
a program application process.  

The expanded funding pathways allows courts to use block grant money for “effective, 
community-based programs that are culturally relevant, research-informed, and focused on 
supporting positive youth development.”190 To be clear, the EBE proviso created new channels to 
access funding. The EBE Grant increased overall block grant funding by $1.537 million,191 but did 
not increase the specific funding for ECBPs.192 Funding ECBP programs requires juvenile 
departments to reallocate block grant funds used elsewhere. 

Once an ECBP is approved, referred and diverted youth may participate if they complete a 
risk assessment and meet program eligibility requirements. Juvenile courts are strongly 
encouraged to collect data. Most EBCPs currently serve probation youth, except in Jefferson and 
Snohomish counties, which also serve referred and diversion youth. 

 
188 WA DCYF, 2023 pg. 10 
189 Section 228(16) 
190 Internal document: Evidence-based Expansion (EBE) Effective, Community-Based Programs, Block Grant 
Oversight Committee—Approved Recommendations 
191 WAJCA, Understanding Juvenile Sentencing in WA State Disposition Alternatives for Youth 
192 EBE ECBP document (footnote 173): “There is no additional funding for effective, community-based programs. 
Juvenile courts that wish to apply for these programs will need to reduce services in one or more of their current EBE 
funded programs.” 

https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2021-22/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/Senate/5693-S.SL.pdf?q=20260618114802
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/reports/BlockGrantProviso2022.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/reports/BlockGrantProviso2022.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/ojj-wajca-dispositionalternatives.pdf
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Common Practices 

Almost all departments say their block grant funding was insufficient to adequately meet the 
needs of all court-involved youth. Even with limited funding, departments still support diversion 
programming through the block grant, local tax dollars, grants, and programs open to all youth. 
Many also partner with community organizations through small contracts, and some courts go 
without certain programs when no dedicated funding exists. 

 

Evidence-Based Programming 
Diversion youth participate most frequently in two EBPs: Coordination of Services and Functional 
Family Therapy. Some also participate in Individual – Alternative Choice Training, but the 
program’s content is often adapted and offered informally outside of the EBP structure. Chapter 6 
describes these programs. 

Some departments choose not to offer EBPs to diversion youth so that they can focus their 
limited resources on probation youth. Even departments that welcome diversion youth into EBPs 
still hesitate because of the block grant’s incentive structure—if they shift resources toward low- 
and moderate-risk youth one year, they risk receiving less funding in the next cycle. 

 

Barriers to Providing Functional Family Therapy (FFT) 
While the current structure of FFT programming and funding creates barriers for departments to 
offer it to diversion youth, almost all counties report they would like to increase access. We 
discuss barriers here and the desire for more access to FFT for diversion youth in the next section. 

Departments report it is difficult to include diversion youth in FFT because the full program 
lasts 12 weeks and requires multiple sessions with the youth, their family, and an FFT therapist. 
Short diversion agreements are often shorter than the 12-week program. Even when agreements 
are longer, scheduling sessions can be difficult. Parents also decline to participate, saying 
diversion is their child’s responsibility or that they have scheduling conflicts. 

FFT is only available to youth assessed as moderate or high risk, and they must earn 
enough “points” on the assessment to show the family’s challenges are current and changeable. 
Some departments avoid doing full risk assessments for diversion youth. In other situations, staff 
believe youth and families would benefit from FFT but cannot enroll them because they do not 
meet the risk or “points” requirements. The block grant’s funding formula and incentive structure 
also make some leaders hesitant to offer FFT to diversion youth. 

Other departments routinely offer FFT to youth on diversion. This can be more practical 
when a department processes many diversions and feels less pressure to reserve resources only 
for probation youth. In courts that offer second or third discretionary diversions, youth can be 
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expected to receive a full risk assessment and participate in an EBP if they qualify. In those 
settings, offering a court program such as FFT on a second or third diversion serves as a 
graduated response—an intentional increase in programming in response to the youth’s 
increasing referral pattern. 

   

Other Funding Sources 
Leaders describe how they often need to find creative ways to fund diversion programs. 

• Local Taxes | Some departments, such as Jefferson and Benton-Franklin, use local tax 
dollars set aside for mental health treatment, chemical dependency, or other specific 
services. These local funds also help support community partners. 

• Grant Funding | Other departments rely on grants, which require significant administrative 
work to apply for and manage. Grants can strengthen community-court partnerships, but 
they are temporary and can create funding instability. One leader shared the impact of this 
fluctuation: “Having more resources for partnerships would be great. I lost $100,000 last year that 
I was using for partnerships. So now I have to do it for $28,000 for the whole county.” 

• Universal Programming | Departments also create programs open to both diversion and 
probation youth such as food pantries, clothing closets, mentoring, community service 
options, and work crews. This approach works well in small or rural counties with limited 
resources and fewer youth. However, leaders remain cautious about mixing low-risk youth 
with moderate- or high-risk youth, as research shows risk can be “contagious.”193 

• Flexible Budgeting | Department leaders shift flexible budget funds to cover diversion 
costs, such as online classes that families cannot afford. 

• Staff Personal Spending | Staff report spending their own money to help diversion youth, 
covering costs such as gym passes, basketball shoes, or fixing a bicycle for youth to take to 
school. One court shared that a resident donated a small amount of money for these 
purposes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
193 Dodge et al., 2006 
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Constraints 
Departments face several constraints when funding diversion programming. 

• Unreimbursed Work | Leaders and frontline staff say they often provide services to 
diversion youth even when the block grant does not reimburse them. For example, staff 
may offer i-ACT sessions without reimbursement because they believe the lessons help 
youth develop decision-making and communication skills. One leader explained, “Because 
we have i-ACT and EET in house, we will not not serve kids. We just won’t get money for it.” 

• Limited Positive Youth Develop Opportunities | Leaders say they want to offer more positive 
youth development activities, but they do not have the money to do so. As a result, many 
diversion agreements rely on free activities such as essays or doing community service. 

• Small Community Contracts | Departments that partner with community programs often 
have small amounts of money to support those partnerships. As noted in Chapter 9, many 
community programs still choose to partner because they value the work, even when 
reimbursements are low. However, it is possible that some programs cannot participate 
because department budgets are too limited. 

• Costly Insurance Requirements | Juvenile departments report that counties may require 
community partners to hold liability insurance before they partner with juvenile courts. 
This requirement can be costly, and in one county, prevented a licensed psychologist from 
providing group-based services for system-involved youth with attention deficit disorder. 

• Challenges with ECBP Requirements | A few courts say the Effective Community-Based 
Program funding is difficult to manage. Partners may not have enough capacity to collect 
required data, and the administrative tasks can be burdensome. One community partner 
felt the data requirements harmed their relationship-building with youth and families by 
making the interaction feel too formal. Outside the ECBP structure, other partners also 
said they did not have the support they needed to collect or analyze data. The Data Insight 
& Ongoing Diversion Research section discusses this issue further. 

• Reduced Sense of Possibility | A lack of dedicated diversion funding can limit how people 
think about what is possible. When asked how they would use new, diversion-specific 
funds, some leaders were surprised by the question because they had grown used to 
working with very few resources. 
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Desired Resources 

Increased Access to Functional Family Therapy 
The most common request that courts made was for more access to and funding for Functional 
Family Therapy (FFT). Every court said FFT would strongly support youth and families on diversion, 
especially because family crisis is one of the most common reasons youth are diverted. Some 
courts have created informal diversion programs to fill this gap. Courts identified three needs: 

• Increased block grant funding so more youth and families can participate in FFT. More 
funding would reduce departments’ internal competition between allocating resources to 
diversion and probation youth. 

• Shorter, more focused FFT options that match the length of typical diversion agreements 
and address the needs of diversion families. 

• More flexibility in eligibility rules, including allowing low-risk youth to participate and 
creating a shorter screening tool to identify families who may benefit (instead of requiring a 
full risk assessment). 

 

Specific Areas of Need 
Courts also asked for more resources for: 

• Anger management 

• Mentoring 

• Parenting support 

 

• Youth substance-use services 

• Gang-prevention efforts 

• Positive youth development, 
especially related to jobs and hobbies 

 

Funding Community Partnerships 
Courts across the state often ask for more funding to support partnerships with community 
programs. Strong, reliable funding helps courts build and maintain these relationships, and stable 
support allows partnerships to grow over time. 

Small and rural counties also worry about possible unintended consequences of relying only 
on community partnerships to support diversion. Many of these counties have very few 
community programs. If all diversion funding flows through community partners, youth in small 
and rural areas may not have access to these resources. 
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Funding Concrete Goods 
Department leaders also want funding for concrete goods. This need is especially strong in small 
and rural areas with few community programs. Leaders and staff shared examples of buying items 
that help youth stay connected to school, services, or activities—such as fixing a bicycle, 
purchasing basketball shoes, giving gas cards, or paying program fees. As one staff member said, 
“Our main goal is to get them into pro-social activities.” Some departments have small local funds to 
support this work, but others use temporary funding when it is available. Some staff report that 
they purchase concrete goods with their own money. 

 

Prosecutor Requests  
Prosecutors generally want more resources for diversion and default to the juvenile department 
on best use of available funding. They raised two specific requests: 

• Sexual Motivation | Prosecutors said they lack adequate resources to address misdemeanor 
and gross misdemeanor referrals involving sexual motivations. They felt uncomfortable 
diverting these referrals because they feel youth need developmentally appropriate education 
on sexual behavior and healthy relationships that is not available in most diversion programs. 
However, prosecutors also felt that filing cases and offering SSODA services was too severe. 
Some situations also involve family members, making traditional prosecution difficult. 

Snohomish County currently offers an Effective Community-Based Program called 
Therapeutic Education Alternative (TEA) for low-risk youth involved in misdemeanor sex 
offenses. This six-week group program teaches youth about topics related to the law, healthy 
boundaries, vulnerability, victim impact, and responsible sexuality. Youth also attend 
individual therapy sessions to prepare for the group program.194 
 

• Firearms | Prosecutors also want programming for youth who possess firearms. They focused 
on possession, not use. They believe early intervention could help youth who carry guns for 
protection or due to peer pressure. They agreed that firearm use is too serious for diversion. 

 

 

 

 
194 Information for the TEA Effective Community-Based Program Application 
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Recommendations 

1. The Legislature should allocate additional flexible funding for juvenile departments to 
strengthen youth community connections and ensure equitable, developmentally 
appropriate diversion services statewide. 

Improving youths’ connections to their communities is a core value of the Legislature. But 
current juvenile court funding streams are too rigid and too restrictive to adequately support 
community-court partnerships. The Legislature should provide more money for juvenile 
departments to partner with community programs and to fairly compensate community 
organizations for their work with system-involved youth. Courts in areas with few community 
programs also need flexible funds for positive youth development opportunities and concrete 
goods to help youth build stronger ties in their communities. 

 

2. The Department of Children, Youth & Families and Juvenile Rehabilitation should change 
the block grant formula so that it no longer disincentivizes departments from supporting 
diversion youth. 

The Legislature has expanded opportunities for discretionary diversion, and diversion rates 
have increased over time. However, the block grant’s incentive structure has not changed to 
match this intent. DCYF and JR should adjust the funding formula so it no longer discourages 
departments from developing stronger diversion programming. 
 

3. The Department of Children, Youth & Families and Juvenile Rehabilitation should change 
block grant outcome measures to include community connection for diversion youth. 

Research shows that youth benefit from strengthened positive connections to their 
communities. Diversion programming and flexible funding should be evaluated on these 
criteria, incentivizing juvenile courts to increase community-court partnerships and youth 
connections to their community through programming, positive youth development 
opportunities, and concrete goods.  

 

4. The Department of Children, Youth & Families and Juvenile Rehabilitation should expand 
access to and funding for Functional Family Therapy. 
Courts across the state report that youth on diversion need more family support. FFT is well 
suited to meet this need. Several departments already offer services for families in crisis 
through informal diversion programs. These local efforts can serve as models for expanding 
FFT for diversion youth and their families. 
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Record Destruction Issues 

 

 

“When I first came into diversion, we had a girl who was getting her CNA (certified nursing 
assistant) license and going through all this school and then she flagged because she got 

booked on a misdemeanor theft 3rd, had her fingerprints put in, and it was diverted. So even 
though she had her records sealed and destroyed.... Once the fingerprints are in the 

system, you can say things will be sealed and destroyed all day long, but you never know.  
I think that’s the story.” 

Department Leadership 

 

 

“It happens very regularly. The problem is not the [statewide system] or the court side.... 
Those arrest records of people who were diverted are still around in the WSP data. The 

problem is that people can’t prove or disprove anything because we destroy things at 23. 
We can’t keep all these files around forever.  

There’s nothing we can give them. It’s causing problems.” 

Department Leadership 

 

 

“We tell people, this is a non-conviction. If anyone ever asks you if you have been convicted 
of anything you can say no, which is completely true. But [records related to diversion are] 

available to some organizations. Or I’ll tell them what we do with our records.  
I can’t speak for anyone else, but I know what we do with our records.” 

Department Leadership 

 

 

“I had a kid who had a problem getting into the Washington Youth Academy because when 
he was booked in to detention it was an Assault 2 which is a felony but when he was 

diverted to us, it was an Assault 4. Because he was fingerprinted it went to the State Patrol. 
 And it went to the State Patrol as an Assault 2.”  

Frontline Staff 
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Overview 

• A main goal of diversion is to reduce the harm of criminal records.  

• HB 1391 strengthens this goal by stating that a successfully completed diversion no 
longer counts as part of a young person’s criminal history.195  

• Depending on a youth’s contact with police officers and juvenile detention facilities, 
records related to their diverted incident can be held by law enforcement agencies, 
the Washington State Patrol (WSP), and the juvenile court.  

• Records outside of the juvenile court can be difficult to destroy, and for some youth, 
can create problems later in life. We outline the destruction process in Chapter 4. 

 
 

Record Creation 

In Washington state, most diversions start with a police officer sending a referral for alleged 
criminal behavior to the prosecutor’s office.  

• Most referrals come from written police reports,196 and police departments keep those 
original records.  

• If officers arrest a young person who is admitted into juvenile detention before their 
diversion begins, the detention center may fingerprint them.  

• Departments often send fingerprint records to the WSP fingerprint database.  

• Local juvenile departments also keep diversion files in their paper and electronic systems, 
and they track diversion data in local and statewide databases. 

 

Diversion remains a confidential legal process, unlike public court hearings.197 However, like 
many other juvenile court records in Washington, diversion records are open to public 
inspection.198 Fingerprint information is available to criminal legal agencies, authorized licensing 
agencies, and certain approved non-criminal agencies, following state law and WSP procedures. 
 

 
195 HB 1391(2)(9) 
196 Some “referred youth” are connected with the juvenile department without an official police referral.  
197 See AOC’s Advice about Diversion 
198 WA PCJJ, 2024a; RCW 13.50.050(2) 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=10.97
https://wsp.wa.gov/crime/criminal-history
https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2025-26/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/1391-S2.SL.pdf?q=20250715134226
https://www.courts.wa.gov/forms/documents/JU06_010_Advice%20about%20Diversion_%202020%2006.pdf
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=13.50.050
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Common Practice 

Juvenile departments routinely destroy records for youth who successfully complete diversion 
after their 18th birthday, when they become eligible for record destruction. During this process, the 
department sends letters to the referring law enforcement agency and to the WSP (if the youth 
was fingerprinted) asking them to destroy their records. State law gives these agencies the 
discretion to decide whether to destroy records related to a diversion.199 

Frontline staff and department leaders report that some adults contact their office after 
old diversion-related records appear on their background check. When staff investigate, they 
usually find no court record of the diversion, indicating that the court properly destroyed the 
records. In these situations, the problem is often owing to fingerprint records or referral records 
held by law enforcement agencies.  

Staff report that fingerprint records sent to the WSP, and not destroyed when requested, 
cause most of these issues. Not all youth are affected by undestroyed diversion-related records, 
but it occurs often enough that juvenile departments have identified a consistent pattern and 
raised concerns. 

Courts that offer informal diversion face a different record-destruction issue. Their 
completed informal diversions do not appear on the monthly destruction reports produced by the 
statewide system. Without these reports, staff do not receive timely reminders to destroy the 
records or to request destruction from other agencies. One reason for this issue is the lack of 
standardized coding for informal diversion in the statewide system. Without a commonly used 
code, the statewide system cannot reliably include informal diversions in the destruction report. 

 

Impact 
Adults who completed diversion can be negatively impacted if records are not destroyed. 
Frontline staff report that undestroyed records can show up on a person’s background checks. 
Departments share that adults in this situation say that the issue has caused problems with: 

• Employment background checks 

• Getting professional licenses 

• Enlisting in the military 

• Restoring gun rights and applying for concealed carry permits 

• Starting businesses or working internationally 

• Qualifying for housing 

• Entering Canada 

 
199 RCW 10.97.060(1) 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=10.97.060
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Courts also struggle to verify the outcome of past diversions for groups such as military recruiters 
or licensing agencies. Two challenges make this difficult: 

1. Diversion is confidential, so staff cannot share information about it. 

2. In most situations, the department destroyed the person’s diversion court record. Even if 
the department was allowed to disclose information, there would be nothing to show. 
 

Juvenile department staff cannot promise youth that documents connected to their 
diversion will never resurface in the future. 
During the initial diversion meeting, staff review a youth’s rights and explain the long-term effects 
of diversion. Staff say that they struggle to give families a clear explanation because record 
destruction processes (outside of the juvenile court) are complicated and discretionary. Staff 
know that fingerprint records or other diversion-related information can reappear later. 

 

Court Responses 
Several juvenile departments report updating their fingerprinting procedures. Instead of 
fingerprinting youth when they are admitted to a detention facility, these departments only 
fingerprint those youth who have been formally convicted of a crime. 

Juvenile departments have also worked with the AOC to fix problems with informal 
diversion record destruction. This work is important, because it remedies prior records that 
should have previously appeared in destruction reports. To date, this work has been done on a 
court-by-court basis. 
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Recommendations 

1. The Legislature should update state law to require mandatory destruction of all diversion-
related records, across all criminal legal agencies, to fully realize the intended benefits 
of diversion. 
Current law200 gives criminal legal agencies discretion whether to destroy referral, arrest, or 
fingerprint records related to a diversion. Although youth who successfully complete diversion 
are eligible at age 18 for destruction of court, arrest, referral, and fingerprint records, 
fingerprint records held by the Washington State Patrol are often not destroyed, producing 
long-term barriers to employment, military enlistment, licensing, and housing. Making 
destruction mandatory for all records tied to a successfully completed diversion would better 
reflect the purpose of diversion and reduce long-term impacts. 

 

2. Juvenile departments should review their fingerprinting practices and make changes to 
reduce long-term impacts to diversion youth. 

Departments should look closely at when and how they fingerprint young people and check 
whether they send diversion-related fingerprints to the Washington State Patrol. If they 
discover they are fingerprinting youth who are later diverted, they should stop or create clear 
policies that prevent those fingerprints from going to the Washington State Patrol. 

 

3. The Administrative Office of the Courts and juvenile departments should continue 
standardizing how they document and destroy informal diversion records. 

Updates to the statewide system should include standardized labels for informal diversion so 
these records appear on the monthly destruction report. Courts that already use informal 
diversion should help shape these system updates, and the statewide system should allow 
other courts to adopt the same process in the future if they develop an informal diversion 
program. This work is underway and described in Chapter 10. 

 
200 RCW 10.97.060 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=10.97.060
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School Partnerships & Marijuana Vaping 
 

 

“Just bringing the [school referral] data to them, and it went up to the superintendent and 
they said ‘We don’t like this.’ They identified the administrators within their schools that 

would be willing to work with us. We showed them the data. We had community partners 
going into the schools. It was hard. There was red tape. Their security clearances are 
different than ours. It was barrier after barrier. But at the end, there was an over 50% 

reduction in referrals to our court. Because the administrators started requiring campus 
security to call them first before they called a school resource officer. Little changes like 

that made a difference.” 

Department Leadership 

 

 

“It feels like the introduction of legalization of marijuana catapulted that way more than it 
ever was before. Kids we talk to now had no idea that marijuana is actually illegal. They 

have not lived in an environment where it was ever illegal. They don't view it as wrong. Their 
parents are using. It's very readily available, you can buy it off the internet, you can get it 
from friends. Kids are stealing the parents’ vapes. It's affordable, concealable, you can't 

smell it as much. There are so many factors that have lead to that increase.” Department 
Leadership 

 

 

“Drug possession, tobacco possession—these are substance issues for the kid that I don't 
think the criminal justice system, at least on the juvenile side, is appropriate.” 

Prosecutor 
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Overview 

• All juvenile diversions originate with a police referral, and a portion of these referrals 
stem from incidents in middle and high schools.  

• Courts report substantial variation in how frequently schools refer students to law 
enforcement. Some schools submit referrals regularly, while others make them only 
rarely.  

• Marijuana vaping has emerged as a common school-based referral.  

• There is significant variation in how schools and juvenile courts respond to marijuana 
vaping referrals, creating divergent responses across the state. 

 

 

 

School Partnerships 

Summary 

School policies strongly influence which situations are referred to the court. Some schools handle 
disruptive behavior internally through school-based policies, such as in-school detention or 
suspension. Department leaders note that schools can direct youth to school counselors to 
address behavior, if they are available. In some locations, school-based deflection programs, 
such as RISE in Spokane and Choose 180 in King County, support youth and respond to disruptive 
behaviors. Still, some schools send frequent referrals to the juvenile court, often for vaping 
incidents or fights. Staff also report wide differences in referral patterns from school to school 
within the same county. 

Schools also play a key role in diversion. Many frontline staff said schools let youth 
complete community service on campus, sometimes helping arrange and oversee the work. This 
is especially helpful in rural counties or in places with few service options. Educational Service 
Districts also support diversion by funding community partners (GEMS in Spokane), offering youth 
resiliency programs (Walla Walla-Columbia), teaching alcohol and drug classes (Benton-
Franklin), and providing access to educational advocates (Clark). 
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Impact 

School policies influence how often youth are referred to juvenile courts. These impacts vary 
widely across the state. 

Court staff, leaders, and prosecutors report that schools refer youth to the juvenile legal system 
at widely different rates. Many courts serve several school districts and numerous individual 
middle and high schools, and referral patterns can vary substantially across these settings. These 
differences suggest that school policies and administrative practices play a key role in shaping 
place-based disparities in system contact for youth. The same behavior may be handled 
informally in one school, while another school may respond by sending an official referral to the 
juvenile court. 

 

Court Responses 

Clark 
Until recently, Clark’s juvenile department reviewed referrals for diversion eligibility. When the 
department handled this work, staff tracked referral locations. Their data showed that many 
referrals came from schools, for offenses such as Minor in Possession, Assault 4, and Theft 3. 

The department presented this information to their local Juvenile Justice Council, which 
includes the Chief of Police, the juvenile prosecutor, and policy partners. The council formed a 
working group and collaborated with school partners to create alternative response options for 
student resource officers (SROs). Most changes focused on reducing situations in which SROs 
could arrest youth. For example, if a youth arrived at school intoxicated, SROs would no longer 
make an arrest. Instead, staff would refer the youth to a community-based substance use 
specialist working in the school. The department also invited a national expert on adolescent 
brain development to provide annual training to school safety officers and SROs. As a result, the 
department documented a 40% decrease in school-based referrals. The department was also to 
provide high schools with information about their own referral patterns. 

The prosecutor now reviews referrals and makes diversion recommendations. Because of 
this shift, the juvenile department no longer has a complete view of where referrals originate. 

 
King County Juvenile Court Services 
The King County juvenile department began offering school-based restorative mediation through 
its Community Accountability Boards (CABs) in 2022. These services operate as a form of 
court-coordinated deflection that emphasizes prevention, behavioral support, and connecting 
youth with needed resources. Because the department recruits CAB members from community 
programs, these mediations occur primarily between youth and community members. The 
department supplies the resources and infrastructure necessary to support this work. 
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King County Youth Diversion and Intervention Program 
KCYDI, the community-based diversion program connected to the King County Prosecuting 
Attorney’s Office, plans to hire a school engagement specialist to help diverted youth reconnect 
with school and maintain consistent participation.  

During earlier work through Restorative Community Pathways, frontline staff found that 
staying connected to school was essential for youth, yet difficult to support without specialized 
knowledge of school systems and established relationships with school personnel. In the new 
community-based diversion program, KCYDI plans to make the school engagement specialist 
available to all youth participating in diversion. 

 

Pierce 
In Pierce County, the juvenile department records the location of each referral, which allows 
leaders to identify schools with high referral rates. Recently, the department identified one school 
with especially high referral rates, which revealed that schools were referring many youth of color 
to the court. Upon further examination, the department noticed this school was systematically 
contributing to racial disproportionality. Staff also observed that referrals often arrived several 
months after the original incident, long after timely intervention would have been useful or when 
the youth was in need of services. 

The department contacted the school to discuss these patterns and to explore alternative 
ways to address student behavior that would reduce court involvement. Through their joint 
efforts, referrals from the pilot school decreased by 50%. This partnership demonstrates a court-
community collaboration designed to deflect youth from entering the legal system. 
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Marijuana Vaping 

Summary 
Many juvenile courts report rising referrals for assumed marijuana vaping or possession of 
marijuana vapes. Not all courts have seen an increase, but for those that have, vaping has 
become an urgent issue. Several themes emerged during our interviews. 

 
Potent marijuana is easy for youth to access. 
Prosecutors and court staff report that youth can access marijuana with relative ease now that 
adult use is legal in Washington. Some young people obtain vape devices or cartridges from 
family members or older friends, and staff note that these products often contain high-potency 
THC, raising concerns about associated health risks. They also observe that legalization has 
altered how youth perceive marijuana; many do not view it as harmful or unlawful, particularly 
when they see adults using it in their homes or communities. 

 
Marijuana vaping referrals are coming from schools. 
Courts report that most vaping-related referrals originate in school settings. Staff noted that 
referral patterns vary widely across campuses; some schools refer frequently, while others rarely 
make referrals. One staff member explained that referrals increased sharply after a school 
adopted a policy requiring searches of all students who left and returned to campus or skipped 
class. Another department leader shared that persistent marijuana vaping in school bathrooms 
made it difficult for other students to use these spaces. 

 
Evidence processing is time and resources intensive. 
Vape devices can contain either tobacco or marijuana. Possession or use of tobacco by a minor is 
a non-criminal infraction, while possession or use of marijuana remains illegal for anyone under 
age 21. Police may refer marijuana-related situations to prosecutors, who then decide whether to 
divert or file charges. 

Prosecutors consistently emphasized the evidentiary challenges associated with vaping 
referrals. Prosecutors share they generally will not recommend diversion unless they believe the 
evidence is strong enough to support filing charges. However, evidence for vaping referrals is 
difficult to establish because the appearance of a vape pen does not indicate whether it contains 
tobacco, marijuana, or another substance. Confirming the substance requires laboratory testing, 
but state crime laboratories face substantial backlogs, and results can take up to a year. 
Prosecutors also note that submitting vape samples for testing would divert limited laboratory 
capacity away from more serious cases.  
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As one prosecutor explained, “That is really statewide. How do you prove a vape is a vape? They 
are odorless. To prove that vape has either marijuana or tobacco you would have to send it to the 
Washington State Crime Lab to be tested. Our crime labs are so backlogged it would take a year to get that 
back, in addition to inundating them. And most of the time possession of a vape pen, possession of 
tobacco, possession of marijuana especially would go to diversion.” 

Prosecutors further report that if they charged a youth in a vaping-related case, defense 
attorneys would expect clear, laboratory-verified proof that the device contained marijuana rather 
than tobacco, given the differing legal consequences. The combination of evidentiary uncertainty 
and lengthy laboratory turnaround times can make it difficult for prosecutors to decide whether to 
divert, charge, or take no action.  

 

Impacts 

Courts across the state are using vastly different strategies to respond to alleged marijuana 
vaping offenses. These varied approaches may be contributing to significant differences in 
how often youth come into contact with the juvenile legal system. 

As detailed below, courts are exploring how to respond to alleged marijuana vaping offenses. In 
some jurisdictions, prosecutors dismiss these referrals at the outset because of evidentiary 
challenges. In others, prosecutors offer youth formal diversion. While decisions to take no action 
or recommend diversion are discretionary, prosecutors expressed broad disagreement about 
what evidentiary standards should apply when recommending vaping referrals for diversion and 
about whether using state crime-lab resources for these situations is appropriate.  

 Diversion scholars note concerns that prosecutors may recommend diversion in situations 
with insufficient evidence, rather than dismissing them through a no-action decision.201 This can 
occur when prosecutors believe that something should happen but doubt they could successfully 
prove the case in court. Many prosecutors stated that their central question—whether they would 
take the case to trial—often determines whether they recommend diversion or take no action. 
Given the wide variation in how jurisdictions respond to marijuana vaping, this area of system 
contact reflects differences that extend beyond individual discretionary decisions tied to the facts 
of police reports. It is possible that unclear and inconsistent practices related to vaping are 
driving differences in youth system contact across the state. 

 

 

 
201 Stitt, 2025 
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Court Responses 
Juvenile courts, especially prosecutors and department leaders, are exploring multiple ways to 
respond to marijuana vaping referrals. Below are some of the strategies they have developed. 

 
Iterative Prosecuting Choices Over Time 
One prosecutor reported receiving 10–15 marijuana vaping-related referrals each week. Their 
approach changed over time: 

• First Response | Police sent vaping referrals to the prosecutor. The prosecutor held each 
referral for a year and watched for new referrals. If the youth had no new incidents, the 
prosecutor declined to file. After a year, the vaping problems continued, and the 
prosecutor decided to try something new.  

• Second Response | The prosecutor then began diverting these referrals. They sent 
evidence to the crime lab, but test results took 6–12 month to come back. They felt that it 
was inappropriate to use crime laboratory resources for these situations. 

• Third Response | The prosecutor’s office no longer charges or diverts vaping-related 
referrals. It tells local schools to handle these incidents through school-based responses 
instead. It will only consider charging or diverting if the youth is dealing marijuana or if the 
youth has three or four vaping-related incidents. 
 

Coordination with Police and Schools 
One juvenile department partnered with police and schools to create a consistent response to 
marijuana vaping. At first, it filed a report after the third vaping incident. When that seemed too 
lenient and vaping continued, it changed its approach. Police cited youth caught vaping marijuana 
and brought them to the detention center with a report and evidence. Parents picked up their 
children from the detention center. The department manager screened the youth for diversion and 
referred them for substance-use evaluations. 

 

Responses to Multiple Vaping Infractions 
One jurisdiction requires youth who receive three vaping-related referrals within a year to attend a 
vaping education class or complete four hours of community service. The juvenile department 
coordinates the classes and community service in line with the tobacco-infraction law.202 

 
202 RCW 70.155.080 

https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=70.155.080
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Recommendations 

1. A cross-institutional working group should develop best practice guidelines for 
responding to youth marijuana vaping incidents at school. 

Research shows that universal school-based interventions that address multiple youth risk 
factors are effective for reducing marijuana use.203 Additionally, serious substance use 
behavior in young teens (14 years old or younger) has been found to increase risk of 
reoffending.204 

Best-practice guideline development requires collaboration between the Washington 
Department of Health, the Washington State Health Care Authority, the Office of 
Superintendent of Public Instruction, the Office of Juvenile Justice, and WSCCR.  

Together with juvenile courts, this group should 1) identify vaping-related referral patterns 
and 2) establish best practice guidelines for school, prosecutor, and juvenile department 
responses to alleged marijuana vaping situations. The Recovery Navigators Program offers one 
model. 

  

2. Educational Service Districts should expand their support for school-based deflection 
programs and community-based diversion programming. 

Educational School Districts already provide a structure that can support school-based 
deflection programs, especially in schools with high referral rates. They can also fund and 
partner with community organizations that serve youth. This ongoing support strengthens the 
community providers that juvenile courts rely on during diversion. 

 

3. The Administrative Office of the Courts and WSCCR should update statewide systems to 
capture criminal incident location data. 

Collecting incident-location data will help courts identify schools that send large numbers of 
police referrals to the court. This information will help courts, community partners, and 
government agencies support those schools in creating alternative pathways to deflect youth. 
Identifying schools with low referral rates may also highlight effective school-based practices.

 
203 “A systematic review found the most robust evidence for universal school-based interventions that target multiple 
risk behaviors, demonstrating that such programs may be effective in preventing engagement in tobacco use, alcohol 
use, illicit drug use (which included cannabis), and antisocial behavior and in improving physical activity among 
young people, but not in preventing other risk behaviors. The results of this review do not provide strong evidence of 
benefit for family- or individual-level interventions across the risk behaviors studied (Tinner et al., 2018).” (National 
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2024) 
204 Vincent et al., 2024 

https://www.hca.wa.gov/about-hca/programs-and-initiatives/behavioral-health-and-recovery/recovery-navigator-program
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Data Insight & Ongoing Diversion Research 
 

 

“If you can’t count it, you can’t quantify it, it’s hard to move forward.” 
Department Leadership 

 

 

“We’re using results-based accountability. We use key elements of results-based accountability to 
determine how much we’re doing, how well we’re doing it, and is anyone better off. We used our existing 
tactics and aligned the outcome measures with existing research. Two key sources for that research are 

the Fundamental Measures for Juvenile Justice. There are some challenges, those fundamental measures 
don’t address race and culture, which are hugely impactful elements in a system that serves, [for the most 

part,] youth of color. We combined that with Bridging Research and Practice in Juvenile Probation, which 
was a good complementary resource for designing outcome measures for us which makes sense for these 
services. We’ve mapped each tactic to the expected short-term impact and then how we would measure 

that expected short-term impact.” 
Department Leadership 

 

 

“How do we capture this work? How do we change the history of systems expecting communities to bend 
to our will and become more flexible and dynamic? Well, you have to know what’s happening—the trends, 
the data. In our county, our populations change. You can watch in the data who is moving here. How do we 

know that? How do we track that? How do we become more proactive and responsive? You have to have 
the data infrastructure. And the disproportionality conversation. [You need to be able to see it in what 

you’re doing.] Not only who is coming into the court—that’s basic—but how are we interacting, how are we 
engaging, how are we serving. And if we are measuring things like the discrete components of what we do 

and we can see where we’re not answering the call then we know where we have work to do. Everybody 
knows that systems have issues. And it’s a lot better if we’re the ones saying, yes we have issues, here’s 

what they are, we’re measuring it and we’re building the ability to see it so we can change it.  
It changes the dynamic.” 
Department Leadership 
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Overview 

• A central aim of HB 1391 is to improve diversion data to gain accurate insight into 
diversion patterns across the state and among diverse groups of young people.  

• Developing strong data and insights is essential for better supporting youth through 
diversion. It allows courts to reflect on their practices, increases public 
transparency and accountability, and highlights areas in need of refinement and 
improvement.  

• Better data also help us understand whether departments across the state offer 
youth equitable access to diversion opportunities, a key factor influencing 
disparities later in the criminal legal system.  

• In addition, research can assess the effectiveness of diversion and guide funding to 
support Washington’s diversion system. 

 

This section discusses two areas of need: 

1. Data infrastructure support to increase the ability if departments to reflect on 
their diversion practices, and 

2. Ongoing diversion research to answer key questions about Washington’s 
diversion system 

 

 

It is also important to situate this conversation in the data work that is currently taking place.  

• This report is the first of two. The second report will focus on quantitative data 
reporting requirements outlined in HB 1391, Section 6. It will provide granular and 
comparative information on court diversion processes and outcomes. We outline these 
requirements in Chapter 1. 

• Diversion data improvements are underway and ongoing (Chapter 10). Here, we 
discuss future research that could build on these developments, such as evaluations 
to answer specific questions and determine effective diversion approaches. 
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Diversion Data Infrastructure & Insight 

There is significant variation in data infrastructure across courts. This variation directly impacts 
the diversion work that courts undertake. 

 

Advanced Infrastructure 
Large courts have advanced local data environments. To be clear, juvenile courts have 
independently developed these local data environments; advanced capabilities are only available 
in their specific courts, and not statewide. Advanced infrastructures allow large courts to 
streamline their business practices, generate specific reports, and evaluate if they are meeting 
their desired outcomes. Many large courts also have department researchers who can manage 
aggregate data, conduct analysis, create visualizations, and interpret findings for department 
leaders and staff. 

 In interviews, staff of large departments discussed how these departments frequently 
examined their diversion data to identify programming needs, reveal racially disparate patterns, 
and provide feedback to frontline staff. Through this work, large departments have identified 
schools with high referral rates, reached out, and co-developed alternative policies to deflect 
youth from the criminal legal system. Precise data on race and ethnicity have helped courts to 
develop partnerships with culturally responsive community programs and develop specialized 
caseloads to provide tailored support. Some departments keep track of timeliness metrics, 
providing staff with feedback on the progress of youth through diversion and highlighting business 
practices in need of refinement. 

 One significant benefit of advanced local data environments is that they allow 
departments to measure progress towards their goals. In many large departments, leadership and 
staff have developed specific metrics to measure their diversion work. Department researchers 
can run reports on these metrics to answer specific questions, creating space for department 
leaders and staff to evaluate if they are meeting their goals. 

 This approach—matching values to metrics and tracking data to evaluate progress—is 
best practice in juvenile legal work and broader institutional development. Large courts can 
practice this approach because they have the data infrastructure to support it. 

 

Limited Infrastructure 
In small and medium-sized jurisdictions, data infrastructures are more limited. These limitations 
are often due to resource constraints that prevent courts from hiring local researchers and 
investing in database platforms. Smaller courts have smaller caseloads, possibly making it 
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difficult to justify the need for data resources. Statewide support for data insight is currently 
limited and dependent on periodic legislative reporting requirements. 

 In these courts, data analysis is dependent on local staff training, available reports 
generated through the statewide data system, and statewide research conducted by WSCCR, the 
Washington State Institute for Public Policy, and other government agencies. These courts enter 
their diversion data into the statewide system; however, their ability to generate aggregate reports 
is limited. Additionally, users can only view data entered into the statewide system by the records 
of individual youth or aggregated reports; courts are unable to download individual-level datasets 
to use in their own analysis. Instead, small and medium courts track data in Excel spreadsheets 
or local case management systems.  

This locally-held information is helpful. It allows courts to validate the accuracy of data in 
the statewide system and identify patterns across youth and time. However, the ability of 
departments to analyze this information is dependent on local knowledge and labor bandwidth. In 
small- and medium-sized departments, staff often work across multiple areas, limiting their 
availability to analyze data. 

Finally, it can be challenging to identify metrics and measure outcomes inside a limited 
data environment. While it is possible to do this using Excel, these processes require manual 
updates and analysis that take additional time (compared to more advanced technology in larger 
courts). Fewer small and medium-sized courts have measurable metrics for their diversion work, 
highlighting an opportunity for court development and increased standardization across the state. 

 

Impact 

Courts need reliable, current information on their diversion practices to reflect and adjust 
their approaches. 

As one department leader shared, “If you can’t count it, you can’t quantify it, it’s hard to move forward.” 
This rings true for courts with limited data infrastructure. Without the ability to utilize 
management-ready information about diversion practices and patterns, it is difficult for 
departments to “see” what they are doing and identify ways to adjust. Currently, there are barriers 
to this work in small- and medium-sized courts, further increasing variation between jurisdictions.  

 
Prosecutors and local governments have limited insight into diversion condition and 
outcomes. 

In most jurisdictions, diversion starts with a prosecutor’s recommendation. Several prosecutors 
shared that they knew little about their department’s diversion practices and outcomes. They felt 
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this lack of information made them less likely to recommend discretionary diversions, particularly 
if they believed other legal options had an analogous impact on young people.  

Additionally, prosecutors discussed how they have limited insight into the efficacy and 
success of diversion. After making their initial recommendation, prosecutors only interact with 
youth on diversion if the department moves to terminate the agreement. This means prosecutors 
are disproportionately interacting with youth who are having a challenging time completing their 
diversion conditions and remain unaware the majority of youth successfully complete.  

Because state funding streams for diversion are extremely limited, specific funding for 
diversion often comes from local governments or grants. Data insights can be helpful for 
departments to share the impact they are making, explain their practices, and secure additional 
resources that may ultimately benefit youth. Juvenile courts are also local government agencies 
and should be able to provide public transparency into their diversion work. As one prosecutor put 
it, “diversion is an under told story.” Increasing data insights could help improve the public’s 
understanding of this legal alternative and dispel misconceptions. 

 
Limited insight hinders the Legislature’s ability to respond to department and youth needs. 
Patterns of youth behavior and system response fluctuate over time, creating a need for insight 
into current patterns to properly allocate resources. For example, interviews revealed an 
emergent pattern related to marijuana vaping referrals. This insight reveals the need for statewide 
conversations about evidentiary standards, better support for local school deflection 
approaches, and increased public health responses. The latter will require additional funding. 
Without insight into current and long-term diversion patterns, it is difficult to strategically allocate 
funding to support youth, reduce recidivism, and properly resource departments. 

 
Significant variation in data infrastructure across the state may reduce equitable diversion 
opportunities and experiences for youth. 

Currently, some courts have detailed insight into diversion practices, while others do not. If 
departments use this information to reflect and adjust practice, then variation in diversion 
programs may be due, in part, to differences in the data infrastructures across departments. 
These differences can increase justice by geography, by which youth experience dissimilar legal 
opportunities. 

Limited data insight may have particular impacts on youth of color. In our research, we find 
that some courts take a universal approach in their work with youth, believing that they treat youth 
of all races or ethnicities equally. The best way to evaluate this belief is through administrative 
data analysis. Currently this insight is limited to yearly reporting through the biennial Partnership 
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Council for Juvenile Justice Governor’s Report or the WSCCR Juvenile Court Dashboard. Granular 
data insight about race and ethnicity in diversion would help courts identify possible areas of 
improvement. The second HB 1391 report will provide analysis of diversion outcomes by race and 
ethnicity. 

 

Recommendations 

1. The Legislature should fund WSCCR to develop a diversion dashboard accessible to 
courts, the Legislature, and the public. The dashboard should support annual reporting. 

There is a clear need for statewide and local insight into diversion practice. HB 1391 provides a 
significant advancement in our understanding. Ongoing insight would be further enhanced 
through a Diversion Dashboard that is updated yearly and allows users to filter results by 
jurisdiction, race, ethnicity, age, gender, alleged offense, type of diversion, incident location, 
and outcomes. This information would allow users to easily identify and compare local, 
region, or statewide patterns. 
 This platform would greatly enhance data insight for courts with limited data 
infrastructures and provide increased public transparency into a court’s diversion work. 
 HB 1391 requires annual diversion reporting. The Diversion Dashboard should 
complement this reporting, offering additional interpretation for yearly findings and allowing 
users to dive deeper and explore specific questions. 
 

2. Departments should share annual diversion data with their juvenile prosecutors. 
Prosecutors play a key role in the diversion process but often have limited and skewed insight 
into diversion outcomes. In many courts, they are much more likely to interact with young 
people when their diversions are being terminated than they are to hear about diversions with 
successful outcomes. 

Juvenile departments should share annual information about diversion with their 
prosecutors. This information should include annual statistics, details about their diversion 
programming, notable developments, and areas of improvement identified for the next year. 
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Ongoing Diversion Research 

HB 1391 is an unprecedented research investment to better understand Washington’s diversion 
system. This work significantly improves data quality, completeness, and comparability. This 
investment is the first step toward more advanced diversion insights related to effectiveness, 
specific interventions, and timeliness.  Below, we summarize the areas of interest frequently 
discussed during interviews with participants in this research. 

 

Areas of Desired Research & Impact 

Discretionary Diversion 
Juvenile departments have increased their use of discretionary diversion since the Legislature 
passed SB 6650 in 2018. This analysis would compare the referral trajectories of youth who 
receive two or more diversions with youth who receive only a mandatory diversion. This study 
would compare youth with similar backgrounds and look for signs of behavior escalation, such as 
more serious referrals or shorter periods between referrals. If available, the analysis would also 
include risk scores. 

Impact | Courts that rarely offer discretionary diversion may be more likely to offer second 
or third diversions. Courts that currently regularly offer discretionary diversion may be 
more likely to divert third referrals. 

 

Family Crisis Diversions 
Courts often divert Assault 4-DV alleged offenses related to family crisis. Courts also report that 
these youth face higher rates of arrest, screen and release at detention centers, and short-term 
detention stays that last from several hours to several days. These types of system contact can 
have serious effects and work against the diversion goal of limiting youth involvement in the 
traditional legal system.  

This research would identify how many youth in diversion experience arrest, screen and 
release, and detention. It would also evaluate if youth and families who receive rapid services 
after a family crisis have different referral trajectories than similarly situated youth who do not 
receive rapid services. 

Impact | We would gain a clear statewide understanding of this problem and identify 
jurisdictions with increased prevalence. If research finds that rapid responses are effective 
at reducing recidivism and costs, the Legislature should provide support for departments 
to start similar programs with community partners. 

https://legiscan.com/WA/text/SB6550/id/1767170/Washington-2017-SB6550-Chaptered.pdf
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Youth & Family Voice 
Current diversion research focuses on system practices and outcomes. Future studies should 
also include youth and family perspectives. This research would survey youth to gather feedback 
on their diversion conditions, how they felt they were treated during the process, and what 
additional support they wanted. Departments could use these survey questions to gather 
feedback from youth and families on an ongoing basis. 

Impact | Youth and family feedback would provide increased accountability to the system, 
helping courts identify areas of improvement or development. 

 

Timeliness 
Diversion is most effective when it is timely. This study would analyze diversion responsiveness, 
assessing the time between key diversion junctures: the initial referral to the prosecutor’s office, 
the prosecutor’s review, the juvenile department’s diversion offer, and the youth’s response. 

Impact | Information about diversion timeliness could identify timeliness patterns across 
the state, inform guidelines, and identify courts with business practices that increase 
timeliness. Measuring timeliness decreases the “black box” of prosecutorial procedures 
and increases public transparency into diversion practices across the state. Increased 
transparency should be leveraged to support effective business practices. 

 

Prosecutor Diversion Recommendation Decisions 
This report outlines the main factors prosecutors consider when recommending juvenile 
departments divert a young person. However, we currently do not have insight into the 
consistency or equity of these decisions. Additional research would require WSCCR to work with 
prosecutors’ offices and juvenile departments to develop administrative referral data. Then, these 
data would be analyzed to determine patterns by charge, race/ethnicity, age, gender, criminal 
history, and other information, when available. 

Impact | Increased insight into prosecutor recommendation decisions may reveal unequal 
opportunities at the beginning of the diversion process. This insight could be used to 
develop additional guidelines for diversion recommendation decisions, identify the need to 
standardize practices within jurisdictions, and spur the development of specific diversion 
programming to increase the likelihood of prosecutors will recommend diversion. 
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Recommendations 

1. The Legislature should fund WSCCR’s ongoing diversion research. 
In 2025, the Washington State Legislature funded HB 1391, providing the single largest 
investment in diversion research to date. This report, ongoing data development and reporting, 
and advanced institutional knowledge are the direct result of this funding. 

Continued and stable funding is necessary to maintain the institutional knowledge built 
through this work and to strengthen the research networks that support Washington’s courts, 
partners, and communities. Sustained investment will ensure the state can monitor evolving 
diversion practices, support ongoing improvements, and uphold the Legislature’s 
commitment to equitable and effective diversion. 

 

2. Ongoing diversion research should clearly connect to best practice implementation. 
Diversion research should meaningfully support juvenile courts as they refine and strengthen 
their diversion practices. To maximize its usefulness, research should clearly link findings to 
evidence-based best practices, provide practical implementation guidance, and reinforce 
ongoing statewide conversations about improving diversion. This approach will allow analyses 
to move beyond descriptive reporting of statewide and local patterns to generating actionable 
insights that leaders can apply in their jurisdictions.  

 
3. Ongoing diversion research should increase transparency into Washington’s system. 

Reliable, accessible information about juvenile diversion should be available to the public, 
Legislature, advocates, and courts. This transparency should include insight into prosecutor’s 
referral recommendation practices, department’s diversion practices and processes, and 
youth experiences and outcomes. 
 

4. Ongoing diversion research should be collaborative. 
HB 1391 research has been collaborative by design, reflecting the Legislature’s directive that 
diversion research be informed by the experience and expertise of court partners, youth 
advocates, and community organizations. Sustaining this approach will ensure that the 
research remains responsive to partner priorities, grounded in practical experience, and 
useful for policy development and court-led improvement.
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CHAPTER 12 | LOOKING FORWARD 
 

Juvenile courts expressed a shared interest in increasing alignment across jurisdictions, 
while preserving flexibility to adapt diversion practices to their local context. Courts also 
emphasized a desire for greater access to best-practice guidance, emerging research, and 
examples of effective approaches used by their peers. 
 
To conclude this report, we highlight three essential elements for building a shared, 
statewide framework for juvenile diversion in Washington. 

 
 
 
 
 
Over the last 50 years, diversion has expanded, as has variation in practice. Today’s differences 
stem from the growth of informal diversion pathways, increased use of discretionary diversion, 
and deeper partnerships with community organizations. Courts have adapted their approaches 
based on local court cultures, legal interpretations, and resource constraints. Broader structural 
and county level factors, such as limited and uneven funding, prosecutorial philosophies, and 
availability of community partners, also drive variation. 
 Documenting this variation is important, but it is not enough. Differences in court practice 
translate directly into differences in youth experience: how quickly they receive a diversion 
recommendation, whether effective programs are available, and how many diversion 
opportunities they can access. This matters. Research shows that diversion is an effective, 
developmentally appropriate response that reduces harm and supports long-term outcomes for 
young people. All youth in Washington should have equitable access to timely, right sized, and 
effective diversion options. 
 To advance equity, access, and effectiveness, juvenile courts should continue their 
commitment to diversion and work toward a statewide framework that is adaptable, scalable, and 
grounded in best practice. 
 
Adaptable | Washington’s counties differ widely in population, political climate, resources, and 
barriers. Diversion frameworks must be capable of accommodating these differences. Rural 
departments should be empowered to strengthen youths’ community connections through small, 
practical support when community partners are not available. This could look like covering a 
basketball registration fee or helping a young person repair a bike so they can reliably get to 
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school. In more resourced jurisdictions, supporting community connection may mean increasing 
funding to local partners that can provide diversion supervision and positive youth development 
opportunities with limited court involvement. 

 
Scalable | Scalable diversion frameworks enable courts to adjust their capacity as conditions 
shift, whether due to changing referral flows, staffing, or available funding. Effective scalable 
programs function well with cohorts of varying sizes, recognizing that youth referral patterns are 
seasonal and shaped by the school year. At the state level, scalability also means that large, 
medium, and small courts can all rely on shared frameworks that work regardless of diversion 
caseload size. 

Scalability must also accommodate fluctuating funding. Washington is currently 
experiencing both constrained state funding and a long-standing pattern of underinvestment in 
diversion and prevention services. At the same time, courts divert more youth than they 
adjudicate, creating a growing system with unmet resourcing needs, particularly for community-
court partnerships. A scalable approach must therefore do two things at once: advocate for 
increased, stable funding, and operate realistically within existing resource levels, expanding 
when funding grows and sustaining core functions when resources are limited. 

 
Best Practice | A shared diversion framework should be grounded in research and best practice. 
Because diversion programs have developed independently, the approaches of local courts are 
shaped by their available resources, understanding of youth development, and access to 
research. 
 Washington’s juvenile courts have experience building research-driven systems. The 
Community Juvenile Accountability Act (1997) established a statewide, data-informed approach 
for moderate- and high-risk youth on probation, emphasizing case management guidance, risk 
assessment tools, evidence-based programs, and quality assurance. However, no comparable 
guidance exists for diversion, leaving jurisdictions to design their own practices and programming. 
 
 
The goal of a statewide diversion framework is not to expand the footprint of the legal system or to 
deepen court involvement for youth. Research shows that effective diversion relies on right-sized 
interventions, strong community connections, and responses tailored to unmet needs. A shared 
framework should establish common goals and evidence-based approaches that remain 
adaptable to local context and scalable as conditions change.  
 
Ultimately, such a framework will help juvenile courts strengthen and align their diversion 
programs, so all Washington youth receive timely, effective, and equitable support. 
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CHAPTER 13 | COUNTY PROFILES 
 
These summaries give quick overviews of each county, including major geographic features, 
youth demographics, and juvenile department programming and approach to diversion.  
 
More detailed information about each county can be found throughout the report.  
To locate every county reference, see the Court Index. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Overview 
 

Profiles include county-level information on the following:205 
 

Youth Demographics 

• Population | The proportion of the population under the age of 18 (2025)206 
o Statewide average: 22% 

• Poverty | Percent of children under 18 living below the federal poverty line (2023)207 
o Statewide average: 12% 

• Race & Ethnicity | Racial & ethnic makeup of the county’s youth (2024)208 
o Statewide averages: 

▪ Non-Hispanic white (47%) 
▪ Hispanic (25%) 
▪ Multiracial (12%) 
▪ Asian (9%) 

▪ Black (4%) 
▪ American Indian/ 

Alaska Native (1%) 
▪ Pacific Islander (1%) 

 

 
205 All statistics included in county profiles are obtained from the listed sources. Specific footnotes are omitted from 
county profiles to increase readability. See Appendix D for measurement specifics. 
206 Index Mundi, 2025  
207 Kids Count Data Center, 2023 

208 Kids Count Data Center, 2024; Values >5% are included in the county profiles 
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Geography 

• Rurality | The county’s level of rurality based on population density (2025)209 

• Urbanization | A six-category scale describing population density and urbanization 
(2023)210 

 

Juvenile Department Programming 

• Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative | A project led by The Annie E. Casey Foundation 
that helps juvenile courts apply eight core strategies to improve the experience of youth in 
the criminal legal system.211 

• Court Programs | Washington funds local courts to run four evidence-based programs* 
and two promising practices**. Most courts run at least one of these.212 

o Coordination of Services (COS),* Education Employment Training (EET),* Functional 
Family Therapy (FFT),* Individual – Alternative Choice Training (i-ACT),**  
Team – Alternative Choice Training (t-ACT),** Multisystemic Therapy (MST)* 

 

Diversion Overview 

• Referral & Diversions | Referrals are documented police referrals recorded by the juvenile 
court in the statewide system (see Appendix D for important context). Diversion totals 
include formal diversions entered into the statewide system.213 

• Eligibility Review | The general process the court uses to review police referrals for 
diversion eligibility. 

• Level of Contact | Average level of contact departments have with most diversion youth. 

• Discretionary Diversion | All courts divert referrals eligible for mandatory diversion; 
however, they vary in how often they offer discretionary diversions. 

• Informal Diversion Programming | Title of informal diversion programs; detailed 
information on each program is available in Chapter 5. 

• Other Information | Relevant information about court programming, community partners, 
or regional context. 

 
209 WA OFM, 2026 
210 NCHS, 2024 
211 WA DCYF, 2026 
212 Internal WSCCR documents 
213 WSCCR, 2026 
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Adams            
 

Adams County is a rural area in central Eastern Washington. The county is an agricultural hub 
supported by a large immigrant laborer community. Adams’ youth population is distinct: it has the 
largest share of youth in the state, the highest percentage of Hispanic youth, and the highest 
percentage of youth living in poverty. Staff report common substance-use issues, limited youth 
activities, and language-access barriers. Staff speak Spanish and Mixtec and meet with families in 
their preferred language. The juvenile department is one of seven participating in the Juvenile 
Detention Alternative Initiative program. It does not run evidence-based programs and instead 
focuses on Girls and Boys Councils. It also recently started a food pantry. 
 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population  35% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic 79% 

Living in Poverty  28%                         Non-Hispanic White 18% 
 

Diversion Overview 

2024 Referrals & Diversions 134 referrals, 54 diversions 

Eligibility Review Very collaborative between the prosecutor and juvenile 
department; prosecutor makes the final decision 

Contact Level  
High – youth to check in weekly at the department office by 
signing in on a clipboard. Youth meet with counselors if they 
ask for more support or if staff believe they need it. 

Discretionary Diversion Regular – 2nd diversions are common; 3rd diversions are rare   

Informal Diversion None 

Other Information 
The department collaborates with local schools and the 
Lighthouse Community Center on diversion-related 
programming.  

Website 

  

https://www.lighthousecc.one/
https://www.co.adams.wa.gov/227/Juvenile-Services
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Asotin-Garfield                                                                                     
 

Asotin and Garfield counties share a juvenile court rural southeast Washington. Clarkston is the 
main population center, and its location on the Idaho border creates cross-state challenges as 
youth frequently move between the two states. Department staff coordinate with Idaho staff on 
diversions for youth who violated the law in Washington. The counties have the state’s highest 
proportions of non-Hispanic white youth. They also offer i-ACT. 
 

County Youth Profiles 
 Asotin Garfield 

Share of County Population 20% 21% 

Living in Poverty 19% 14% 

Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic 10% 12% 

                                    Non-Hispanic Multiracial 11%    5% 

                                    Non-Hispanic White 75% 80% 
 

Diversion Overview 

2024 Referrals & Diversions 67 referrals, 26 diversions 
Asotin only; Garfield suppressed due to values <10 

Eligibility Review 
Prosecutor reviews referrals for eligibility and receives 
regular input from the juvenile department 

Contact Level  Varies – some youth check in weekly, while others complete 
their diversion agreements independently 

Discretionary Diversion Regular – 2nd diversions are common; 3rd diversions are rare 

Informal Diversion None 

Other Information 

The department operates a salsa garden and participates in 
county-wide CORE team meetings with youth-serving 
agencies to address emerging issues. It is also among the few 
counties with a youth-focused Recovery Navigator Program. 

Website  

https://www.qbhs.org/
https://www.asotincountywa.gov/246/Juvenile-Court
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Benton-Franklin                                                                                   
 

Benton and Franklin counties sit in south-central Washington. The Tri-Cities—Kennewick and 
Richland in urban Benton, and Pasco in rural Franklin—form a connected regional hub. At the 
time of this research project, Benton and Franklin counties operated a shared juvenile 
jurisdiction. As of June 1, 2026, the two counties have separated their operations, and Franklin is 
starting a new juvenile court. Ongoing diversion practices in both courts may change. The juvenile 
department offers EET, FFT, i-ACT, and MST. 
 

County Youth Profiles
 Benton Franklin 

Share of County Population 27% 32% 

Living in Poverty 15% 17% 

Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic 41% 69% 

                                    Non-Hispanic Multiracial   7%    3% 

                                    Non-Hispanic White 47% 24% 
 

Diversion Overview 

2024 Referrals & Diversions 1,263 referrals, 449 diversions (includes both counties) 

Eligibility Review 
Counties have separate prosecutors; review is largely 
prosecutor driven, with some dept. input on discretionary 
diversions 

Contact Level  Varies – dependent on youth’s need and programming 

Discretionary Diversion Regular – 2nd diversion are common, 3rd diversions are rare  

Informal Diversion Diversion Alternative Agreements 

Other Information 
The department has one dedicated diversion staff person. 
Other probation counselors also facilitate diversions. Benton-
Franklin uses a specialized caseload approach. 

Websites Benton, Franklin 

https://www.bentoncountywa.gov/departments/courts_and_judicial_services/juvenile_justice/index.php
https://www.franklincountywa.gov/431/Juvenile-Division
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Chelan                                                                                                                             
 

Chelan County is centrally located in Washington and is part of the Wenatchee Valley agricultural 
area. The county is also the site of a major vacation destination, Lake Chelan, attracting large 
numbers of youth during the summer. It is one of two juvenile courts in Washington that operates 
a Secure Crisis Residential Center. The juvenile department offers EET, FFT, and i-ACT. 
 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population 23% Race/Ethnicity:  Hispanic 48% 

Living in Poverty 12% Non-Hispanic Multiracial   6% 

                            Non-Hispanic White 44% 
 

Diversion Overview 

2024 Referrals & Diversions 299 referrals, 68 diversions 

Eligibility Review Prosecutor, limited department input 

Contact Level  Moderate – once a month check-ins 

Discretionary Diversion Rare – 2nd diversions are uncommon 

Informal Diversion None 

Other Information 

Most diversion agreements are set for five months, with the 
final month set aside for young people to finish their 
conditions. Diversion youth can be connected with CAFÉ or 
FFT, if they meet eligibility requirements for enrollment. Along 
with other counties in the central Washington area, Chelan 
reports having some gang activity and networks in the area. 
The department has clothing available for youth. 

Website  

 

https://www.co.chelan.wa.us/juvenile/pages/secure-crisis-residential-center
https://www.wenatcheecafe.org/
http://www.co.chelan.wa.us/juvenile
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Clallam                                                                                                                            
 

Clallam County sits on the Olympic Peninsula, with most people living in Port Angeles and 
Sequim. Much of the county is rural (frontier 2 and micropolitan) and covered by the Olympic 
National Forest, which can make travel difficult. Families who live on the coast often struggle to 
reach services in the main cities. It is one of two Washington juvenile courts that operates a 
Secure Crisis Residential Center. It also offer COS programming for low-risk youth. 
 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population 17% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic 17% 

Living in Poverty 13%                                   Non-Hispanic Multiracial 14% 

                                      Non-Hispanic White 59% 

 

Diversion Overview 
2024 Referrals & Diversions 299 referrals, 60 diversions 

Eligibility Review Prosecutor, limited department input 

Contact Level  Low 

Discretionary Diversion Rare – 2nd diversions are uncommon 

Informal Diversion None 

Other Information 

Clallam partners with the Peninsula Dispute Resolution 
Center to run their COS program. Frontline staff report 
having few community resources, and many of the resources 
it once had have recently been eliminated. Staff also report 
often receiving referrals for drug- and alcohol-related 
offenses; however, they not feel the department has the 
resources to adequately address these issues.  

Website  

https://www.clallamcountywa.gov/434/Secure-Crisis-Residential-Center
https://pdrc.org/
https://pdrc.org/
https://www.clallamcountywa.gov/287/Juvenile-Services
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Clark                                                                                                                                 
 

Clark County is an urban, large fringe metro in southwest Washington. Vancouver, its main city, is 
the fourth largest in the state, and the majority of county residents live in urban areas. Clark 
juvenile department participates in the Juvenile Detention Alternative Initiative, and offers COS, 
EET, FFT, and i-ACT. The department also has a psychiatrist who works with youth and a victim 
impact coordinator who reaches out to harmed parties. It is important to note that the juvenile 
prosecutor recently began reviewing referrals for diversion. Previously, the juvenile department 
reviewed referrals for diversion eligibility. 
 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population 22% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic                      22% 

Living in Poverty 10%                                   Non-Hispanic Multiracial                      11% 

                          Non-Hispanic White 58% 
 

Diversion Overview 
2024 Referrals & Diversions 721 referrals, 177 diversions 

Eligibility Review Prosecutor review, with some department input 

Contact Level  Varies – dependent on youth’s need and programming 

Discretionary Diversion Regular – 2nd diversions are common, 3rd diversions are rare  

Informal Diversion HELPS Program 

Other Information 

Clark collaborates closely with community partners, like 
Shifted Theory, in its COS program. It also operates a 
community service program (Restorative Community 
Services) that connects youth to engaging opportunities and 
volunteer adult mentors. 

Website  

https://shiftedtheory.com/
https://clark.wa.gov/juvenile-court/restorative-community-services
https://clark.wa.gov/juvenile-court/restorative-community-services
https://clark.wa.gov/juvenile-court
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Cowlitz                                                                                                                             
 

Cowlitz is a small metro county in southwestern Washington along the Interstate 5 corridor. Most 
residents live in the two major cities, Longview and Kelso, while 33% live in rural parts of the 
county. The court offers four evidence-based programs: COS, EET, FFT, and i-ACT. 
 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population 23% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic                      21% 

Living in Poverty 17%                                   Non-Hispanic Multiracial                      10% 

                          Non-Hispanic White 65% 
 

Diversion Overview 

2024 Referrals & Diversions 293 referrals, 111 diversions 

Eligibility Review 
Reviewed by the prosecutor; 2nd diversions are collaborative 
discussions 

Contact Level  Low 

Discretionary Diversion Rare – 2nd diversions are uncommon 

Informal Diversion None 

Other Information 

The juvenile department reports high rates of successful 
completion of its COS program. It also partners with the 
Cowlitz Tribe for mental health and substance use services. 
The Emergency Support Shelter is another local partner.  

Website  

 

 

https://www.cowlitz.org/
https://www.emergencysupportshelter.com/
https://www.co.cowlitz.wa.us/3276/Juvenile-Court
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Douglas                                                                                                                           
 

Douglas County sits in central Washington and has a strong agricultural economy built on fruit, 
wheat, and cattle. The court offers i-ACT. It is also exploring a new pilot project with Seattle 
Children’s Hospital to expand youth-focused substance use services in rural areas.   
 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population 26% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic                      54% 

Living in Poverty    9%                                   Non-Hispanic Multiracial                         6% 

                          Non-Hispanic White 38% 
 

Diversion Overview 

2024 Referrals & Diversions 160 referrals, 69 diversions 

Eligibility Review 

Police send all referrals to the juvenile department first. 
Staff review each youth’s criminal history and social profile, 
then send that information to the prosecutor to determine 
diversion eligibility. 

Contact Level  Low 

Discretionary Diversion Frequent – regular 2nd or 3rd diversions, 4th diversions are rare 

Informal Diversion None 

Other Information 

The department partners with CAFÉ to connect some 
diversion youth to its programs and to use the site for 
community service. The juvenile department reports 
periodic gang activity in the county and ongoing challenges 
with school engagement. 

Website  

 

https://www.wenatcheecafe.org/
https://www.douglascountywa.gov/532/Juvenile-Court
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Ferry-Stevens-Pend Oreille                                     
 

This tri-county jurisdiction is located in the northeast corner of the state. The region is 
predominately rural, shaped by the Colville National Forest and the Columbia River, where steep 
terrain and harsh winters often make travel challenging. The Colville Indian Reservation spans the 
southern half of Ferry County. The court also offers i-ACT. 
 

County Youth Profile 
 Ferry Stevens Pend Oreille 

Share of County Population 17% 22% 19% 

Living in Poverty 21% 17%      15.5% 

Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic    7%    8%    9% 

                                    Non-Hispanic Native 27%    8%    4% 

                                    Non-Hispanic Multiracial 13% 10%    9% 

                                    Non-Hispanic White 53% 72% 78% 
 

Diversion Overview 

2024 Referrals & Diversions 165 referrals, 58 diversions 
Stevens only; Ferry & Pend Oreille suppressed due to values <10 

Eligibility Review 
Referrals go to the juvenile department first, where it pulls 
information about the youth’s criminal history. They are then 
sent to the prosecutors for each county for review. 

Contact Level  Low 

Discretionary Diversion Regular – 2nd diversion are common; 3rd diversions are rare  

Informal Diversion None 

Other Information 

The tri-county area is large, making transportation difficult. 
Most services are in Stevens; access for Ferry or Pend Oreille 
youth is difficult. Online classes and creative community 
service opportunities lower these barriers.  

Website  

https://stevenscountywa.municipalone.com/21123/tri-county-juvenile-department
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Grant                                                                                                                                 
 

Grant is a rural, micropolitan county with a large farming community, and about 80% of its land is 
used for agriculture. About half of residents live in the urban areas around Ephrata and Moses 
Lake, while the other half live in rural parts of the county. The court offers EET and i-ACT. It is also 
launching a COS program. 
 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population 29% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic                      61% 

Living in Poverty 18%                         Non-Hispanic White                                   33% 
 

Diversion Overview 
2024 Referrals & Diversions 444 referrals, 164 diversions 

Eligibility Review Prosecutor receives police referrals and sends 
recommendations to the juvenile department 

Contact Level  Low 

Discretionary Diversion Regular – 2nd diversions are common; 3rd diversions are rare  

Informal Diversion None 

Other Information 

The juvenile department is working to expand court 
programming to diversion youth, trialing i-ACT meetings and 
starting a COS program. It partners with Latino Civic Alliance, 
and recently held a job fair for system involved youth. The 
department also has food and clothing available for youth 
who need them. 

Website  

 

 

https://latinocivicalliance.org/
https://www.grantcountywa.gov/321/Youth-Services
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Grays Harbor                                                                                                                 
 

Grays Harbor is a rural, micropolitan county on the central Washington coast. It was once a major 
timber-producing hub, but the local economy has since slowed. The court offers FFT and i-ACT. 
 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population 20% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic                      25% 

Living in Poverty 20%                                     Non-Hispanic Native                         7% 

                                      Non-Hispanic Multiracial 11% 

                           Non-Hispanic White 55% 
 

Diversion Overview 

2024 Referrals & Diversions 238 referrals, 67 diversions 

Eligibility Review The juvenile department provides the youth’s criminal history 
before the prosecutor decides eligibility 

Contact Level  Low 

Discretionary Diversion Rare – 2nd diversions are uncommon 

Informal Diversion None 

Other Information 

The department desires increased funding for FFT, a 
mentorship program, parenting classes, and activities for 
youth to do in their free time. It also reports that drug-related 
offenses and runaway behavior are common. The area has 
emerging and intermittent gang issues, as well as increasing 
poverty. Prosecutor turnover is high and has ongoing impacts 
on diversion operations. 

Website 

 
 

https://www.graysharbor.us/departments/juvenile_department/index.php
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Island                                                                                                                                
 

Island County is a rural, micropolitan county made up of Whidbey and Camano Islands in the 
Puget Sound, just west of Snohomish County. Whidbey Island has a large and active Navy base. 
Traveling between Whidbey and Camano is difficult. Most county resources are on Whidbey, so 
Camano residents must drive onto the mainland or take a ferry. The trip takes about an hour and a 
half. The juvenile department operates three evidence-based programs: COS, FFT, and i-ACT. 
 

County Youth Profile 

Share of County Population 18% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic                      20% 

Living in Poverty    7%                                     Non-Hispanic Multiracial 15% 

                                      Non-Hispanic White 57% 
 

Diversion Overview 

2024 Referrals & Diversions 75 referrals, 31 diversions 

Eligibility Review Prosecutor, with limited department input 

Contact Level  Low 

Discretionary Diversion Rare – 2nd diversions are uncommon 

Informal Diversion None 

Other Information 
The juvenile department reports having limited community 
resources. However, it is excited to include diversion youth in 
its new court-run mentorship program. 

Website  

 

 

 

 

https://www.islandcountywa.gov/442/Juvenile-Court-Services
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Jefferson                                                                                                                         
 

Jefferson County sits in Washington’s northwest corner, stretching from Puget Sound to the 
Pacific Ocean. More than half of the U.S. It is covered by the Olympic National Rainforest, making 
travel from the coast to Port Townsend, the population center, difficult. The county has the 
nation’s second-highest median age, is a popular retirement destination, and has passed local 
tax measures to support social services. It also has the lowest share of residents under 18 in the 
state, yet youth poverty remains high, with the third-highest rate in Washington. The juvenile 
department offers COS, EET, FFT, and i-ACT. 

 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population 12% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic                      11% 

Living in Poverty 23%                                     Non-Hispanic Multiracial 14% 

                                      Non-Hispanic White 69% 
 

Diversion Overview 

2024 Referrals & Diversions 39 referrals, 17 diversions 

Eligibility Review Prosecutor, with frequent department input 

Contact Level  Varies – high-contact for youth who are moderate or high-risk 

Discretionary Diversion Frequent – 2nd and 3rd diversions are common 

Informal Diversion Referrals of Concern 

Other Information 

The juvenile department uses a case-management approach 
with many diversion youth and incorporates i-ACT lessons. 
Local mental health tax dollars help fund informal diversion 
work.It also partners with OWL360, a centralized coffeeshop 
drop-in center that connects youth to services and support in 
the county. 

Website  

https://www.owl360.org/
https://www.co.jefferson.wa.us/753/Juvenile-Family-Court-Services
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King County’s Diversion Structure                                                                       

 

King County has a uniquely juvenile diversion system, the only model of its kind in Washington. 

• Process | All police referrals are first reviewed by the King County Prosecuting Attorney’s 
Office (KC PAO). For diversion-eligible youth, prosecutors choose between two options: 
the King County Youth Diversion Initiative (KCYDI; formerly Restorative Community 
Pathways) or King County Juvenile Court Services (KC JCS).  

In the future, there will be a third option called “Safe Start” where youth (with minor 
alleged offenses, and who are engaged in school and have a supportive adult in their lives), 
will receive warning letters for their first referral. 
 

• Referral Sorting | Generally, referrals involving more serious alleged offenses (particularly 
sex-related or intimate-partner domestic violence offenses) or youth with complex needs 
are directed to KC JCS. All other eligible diversions are sent to KCYDI. Youth with family-
related offenses are quickly connected with the FIRS program. 
 

• Independent Operations | KCYDI and KC JCS operate fully independent diversion 
programs. Each conducts its own assessments, develops and monitors diversion plans, 
and maintains separate data systems. The two systems are described below. 
 

• Unique Model | KCYDI is the only diversion program in the state that functions 
independently of the juvenile court and juvenile department. In all other counties, 
prosecutors forward diversion recommendations exclusively to the juvenile department. 

 
• Public Attention & Assumptions about Statewide Diversion Models | Because 

KCYDI/Restorative Community Pathways has received significant public attention in recent 
years, it is essential to recognize the distinctiveness of the King County model. It should 
not be used as a basis for assumptions about diversion processes elsewhere in the state. 

 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population 20% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic                      19% 

Living in Poverty    9%                                     Non-Hispanic Asian 20% 

                                      Non-Hispanic Black    8% 

                                      Non-Hispanic Multiracial 13% 

                                      Non-Hispanic White 38% 
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King County Juvenile Court Services 
 

King County Juvenile Court Services (KC JCS) operates in the state’s largest county. KC JCS 
operates under a core philosophy called JTRAC (Juvenile Therapeutic Response and 
Accountability Court), which emphasizes early screening and support, community-centered 
approaches, and principles of positive youth justice. The department prioritizes culturally-
responsive programming and evaluates its work through an equity lens, focusing on reducing 
racial and ethnic disparities.  

KC JCS offers a continuum of services, from a front-desk Resource Center accessible to all 
youth to multidisciplinary teams that address complex mental health and substance-use needs. 
Additional services include a clothing closet and parent support groups. The department provides 
several evidence-based programs: COS, EET, FFT, and MST. It also participates in the Juvenile 
Detention Alternatives Initiative. Diversion youth have access to most KC JCS offerings and are 
connected to local partners through Community Accountability Boards. 

 

Diversion Overview 
2024 Referrals & Diversions214 2,328 referrals, 284 diversions through KC JCS 

Eligibility Review Prosecutors review referrals with limited KC JCS input 

Contact Level  

Varies – most diversion youth participate in CABs and have 
primary contact with community volunteers. Diversion 
youth with complex needs or a sexually motivated alleged 
offense will be paired with a probation counselor. 

Discretionary Diversion Frequent 

Informal Diversion Family Intervention and Restorative Services (FIRS) 

Other Information One of three counties with a Community Accountability 
Board, which works with most youth on diversion. 

Website  

 
214 Information provided by KC JCS 

https://kingcounty.gov/en/court/superior-court/courts-jails-legal-system/court-programs-children-families/juvenile-court-services/about-juvenile-court
https://kingcounty.gov/en/court/superior-court/courts-jails-legal-system/court-programs-children-families/juvenile-court-services/programs-services-juvenile-court/bobbe-j-bridge-resource-center
https://kingcounty.gov/en/court/superior-court/courts-jails-legal-system/court-programs-children-families/juvenile-court-services/programs-services-juvenile-court/juvenile-justice-assessment-team
https://kingcounty.gov/en/court/superior-court/courts-jails-legal-system/court-programs-children-families/juvenile-court-services/programs-services-juvenile-court/juvenile-justice-assessment-team
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King County Youth Diversion and Intervention Program  
(formerly Restorative Community Pathways) 
 

Restorative Community Pathways (RCP) was a community-based diversion program launched in 
2021 in response to growing public demand for alternatives to traditional legal processes. After a 
referral is made, an RCP coordinator routes youth to a navigator from a partnering community 
organization, who reaches out to the young person. If they decide to participate, young people 
meet with the navigator to discuss their needs, interests, and accountability. The navigator then 
connects the youth with appropriate resources and services and meets with them weekly for 
ongoing support. Youth complete RCP “when they’ve made substantial progress on or completed 
self-identified goals in their action plan and have a sustainable and authentic support system 
within their community.”215 RCP services are also available to harmed parties. 

RCP is sunsetting and being replaced by the King County Youth Diversion and Intervention 
Program (KCYDI). KCYDI will retain the same referral and coordination structure, but the 
coordinator role will move from a community organization to the King County Department of 
Community and Human Services. KCYDI will also include expanded reporting and data tracking 
requirements, as well as a school engagement specialist to support youth in reconnecting with 
school. 
 

Diversion Overview 

2024 Referrals & Diversions216 
2,328 referrals 
Enrolled: 261 youth and community members (CMEH)217 
Served: 961 youth and 134 CMEH 

Eligibility Review 
Prosecutors review and directly send referrals to the 
community-based RCP/KCYDI program 

Contact Level  High – weekly meetings with a community navigator 

Discretionary Diversion Frequent 

Websites Restorative Community Pathways, KCYDI 

 
215 Restorative Community Pathways 
216 Total referral number provide by KC JCS; Enrolled and served diversion data accessed through Restorative 
Community Pathways quarterly reports for 2024 (Q1, Q2, Q3,Q4)  
217 CMEH: Community members experiencing harm are individuals associated with the referred youth or the alleged 
offense, who access resources through RCP 

https://www.restorativecommunitypathways.org/rcp-process
https://www.restorativecommunitypathways.org/rcp-process
https://dchsblog.com/2026/05/04/new-funding-opportunity-king-county-youth-diversion-and-intervention-program/
https://www.restorativecommunitypathways.org/faqs
https://cdn.kingcounty.gov/-/media/king-county/depts/dchs/briefs-reports/rcp/RCP_DataSummary_Q1-2024
https://cdn.kingcounty.gov/-/media/king-county/depts/dchs/briefs-reports/rcp/RCP_DataSummary_Q2-2024
https://cdn.kingcounty.gov/-/media/king-county/depts/dchs/briefs-reports/rcp/RCP_DataSummary_Q3-2024
https://cdn.kingcounty.gov/-/media/king-county/depts/dchs/briefs-reports/rcp/RCP_DataSummary_Q4-2024
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KCYDI’s Distinct Diversion Approach 

RCP/KCYDI’s work does not fit neatly within informal or formal diversion categories. While their 
approach most closely resembles the formal diversion processes of juvenile departments, 
several notable differences set them apart. Although it may be conceptually useful to reference 
informal and formal diversion categories, the reality is that RCP/KCYDI operates as a distinct, 
stand-alone model outside the institutional structures used in all other Washington jurisdictions. 

We also believe it is unlikely similar prosecutor-community diversion models will emerge 
in other Washington jurisdictions. RCP was created during a specific cultural moment and 
through extensive collaboration,218 and it relies on substantial local funding rather than state 
block-grant support.  

The goal of this report is to clarify Washington’s statewide diversion system. RCP/KCYDI’s 
work fits within this broader system; however, its unique features make it an outlier from many of 
the practices we describe. We note these differences below without attempting to fit the program 
into categories that do not fully reflect its approach. 

 

Diversion Documentation 
Juvenile departments track information about informal and formal diversions, documenting 
youths’ diversion trajectories. In most other counties, this information is entered into the 
statewide data system. 

RCP/KCYDI does not enter diversion data into the statewide system. Identifying 
information about RCP/KCYDI diversions is available only within King County, primarily within the 
PAO and RCP/KCYDI.  

 

Returned Referrals & Completion Outcomes 
If a youth does not consent to participate in RCP/KCYDI, the referral is returned to the PAO. 
RCP/KCYDI community partners can also return referrals for other reasons, most commonly 
when they are unable to reach the youth. Once a referral is returned, the PAO may choose to file 

 
218 RCP developed in response to advocacy by the No New Youth Jail movement and the 2020 social movement 
initiated by the police murder of George Floyd. The program developed through collaborative work between 
community partners, key system actors like defense attorneys, the King County Executive Office, and the King County 
Prosecuting Attorney’s Office (PAO). 

 

https://nonewyouthjail.com/about/
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charges or take no further action.219 This process aligns with how juvenile departments manage 
diversion in other jurisdictions (see Chapter 4 for details on this process). 

A recent evaluation states that “If the youth successfully completes the diversion 
requirements, the case is dismissed; if they do not comply, the KC PAO retains the discretion to 
formally file charges.” 220 In contrast, other reporting states that “once a youth consents to 
participate, RCP notifies the PAO, which then considers the diversion complete and closes the 
case. Support and engagement with the youth often continue for many months, with the duration 
of services varying based on individual needs.” 221 

 

Outcome Categories 
In juvenile departments, diversions have clear outcomes documented and defined in the 
statewide system: successful completion if youth complete all or the vast majority of conditions, 
marginal progress or unsuccessful if the youth has not sufficiently completed their conditions, or 
terminated if the juvenile department moves to formally end a diversion through a court process. 
Youth with unsuccessful completions are not eligible for record destruction, but these referrals 
are not returned to the prosecutor’s office. If a diversion is terminated, prosecutors may then 
decide whether to file charges on the returned referral. 

Outcomes categories for youth who opt into RCP but have limited engagement are less 
clearly defined in available reporting. This may be because completion decisions are made across 
a dispersed network of community partners.  RCP does not operate within the outcome 
categories used in the statewide data system. 
 

 

Additional Information about KCYDI & RCP 
• Impact Justice (2025), Evaluation of King County Restorative Community Pathways (RCP) 

• Restorative Community Pathways (2024), Annual Report 

• WA Minority and Justice Commission (2025), Statewide Youth Diversion Report, pgs. 76-77 

• Pörtner (2025), RCP: Experiences and Outcomes 

• The Urbanist, King County Looks to Replace Program Diverting Youth from Jail 

• King County’s Auditor’s Office (2025), DCHS Needs to Strengthen Financial Stewardship 

 
219 See Pörtner, 2025 
220 Impact Justice, 2025 
221 Pörtner, 2025 

https://impactjustice.org/wp-content/uploads/ImpactJusticeV4_2.pdf?ref=theurbanist.org
https://simplebooklet.com/finalannualreport040425ann#page=1
https://www.courts.wa.gov/subsite/mjc/docs/2025/Statewide%20Youth%20Diversion%20Report%202025.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/53c31c5ce4b053fc7d131b18/t/6890e5347181c512a4b0abda/1754326324174/kc_report.pdf
https://www.theurbanist.org/king-county-looks-to-replace-program-diverting-youth-from-jail/
https://cdn.kingcounty.gov/-/media/king-county/independent/governance-and-leadership/government-oversight/auditors-office/reports/audits/2025/dchs-contracts/dchs-contracts-2025.pdf?rev=27f3101db5f642489116a9c329573faa&hash=207F5EF34A03F746D95F44C17778A4D7&ref=theurbanist.org
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Kitsap                                                                                                                               
 

Kitsap County is an urban, micro-metro located in the western Puget Sound. It is home to a major 
Navy base, which shapes the local economy and culture. The juvenile department offers COS and 
FFT. They are also one of three courts that operates a Teen Court. They also facilitate several 
youth therapeutic courts focused on individual treatment, drug use, girls, and other youth in need 
of pre-adjudication services. 
 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population 20.5% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic                      18% 

Living in Poverty 10%                                     Non-Hispanic Multiracial 16% 

                                      Non-Hispanic White 57% 
 

Diversion Overview 

2024 Referrals & Diversions 284 referrals, 79 diversions 

Eligibility Review Prosecutor, with frequent department discussion 

Contact Level Low 

Discretionary Diversion Regular – 2nd diversions are common; 3rd diversions are rare  

Informal Diversion None 

Other Information 

Kitsap’s Teen Court holds sessions for one youth a month. It 
partners with the local Dispute Resolution Center for its COS 
program. The department reports having adequate 
community partners and operates several specialty courts. 

Website  

 

 

 

https://www.courts.wa.gov/wsccr/juvenile-girls-courts/
https://www.kitsap.gov/juv/Documents/KPAC.pdf
https://kitsapdrc.org/
https://www.kitsap.gov/juv/Pages/default.aspx
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Kittitas                                                                                                                              
 

Kittitas County spans the eastern side of the Cascade Range and stretches into the Yakima Valley. 
Agriculture plays a key role in the local economy. The juvenile department provides EET and i-ACT. 

 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population 19% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic                      20% 

Living in Poverty 17%                                     Non-Hispanic Multiracial   9% 

                                      Non-Hispanic White 66% 

 

Diversion Overview 
2024 Referrals & Diversions 106 referrals, 45 diversions 

Eligibility Review Referrals go to the prosecutor’s office and juvenile 
department; prosecutors reviews for eligibility  

Contact Level  Varies – youth referred for a 2nd or 3rd diversion will likely have 
higher contact 

Discretionary Diversion Regular – policy that allows for 2nd and 3rd diversions 

Informal Diversion None 

Other Information 

Youth receiving a second or third diversion complete a risk 
assessment to connect them with evidence-based program, if 
eligible. The department partners with 509Teens and Peers 
Rising. 

Website  

 

 

 

https://www.509teens.com/
https://www.peersrisingwa.org/
https://www.peersrisingwa.org/
https://www.co.kittitas.wa.us/juvenile/default.aspx
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Klickitat                                                                                                                            
 

Klickitat County is centrally located in the Columbia River Gorge and borders Oregon. The county 
is rural and largely agricultural, with orchards and vineyards. The juvenile department offers FFT. 
 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population 19% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic                      25% 

Living in Poverty 17%                                     Non-Hispanic Multiracial 10% 

                                      Non-Hispanic White 62% 
 

Diversion Overview 

2024 Referrals & Diversions 20 referrals, 13 diversions 

Eligibility Review Prosecutor review, with department input 

Contact Level  Moderate 

Discretionary Diversion Frequent – 2nd and 3rd diversions are common 

Informal Diversion None 

Other Information 

To compensate for minimal community partners, the juvenile 
probation counselor works closely with youth on diversion. 
They also send a short questionnaire to youth and families 
before the initial diversion meeting to learn more about the 
youth’s needs and interests. 

Website 
 

 

 

 

 

https://www.klickitatcounty.gov/254/Juvenile-Department
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Lewis                                                                                                                                
 

Lewis County is centrally located in southwest Washington along the Interstate 5 corridor. About 
40% of residents live in the urban areas around Chehalis and Centralia, while most people live in 
rural parts of the county. The juvenile department offers COS, EET, FFT, and i-ACT. The 
department is located next to Green Hill School, a medium- to maximum-security juvenile facility 
for young men ages 17–24. 
 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population 21% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic                      24% 

Living in Poverty 16%                                     Non-Hispanic Multiracial    9% 

                                      Non-Hispanic White 63% 
 

Diversion Overview 

2024 Referrals & Diversions 367 referrals, 106 diversions 

Eligibility Review 

Unique – The juvenile department receives all police referrals 
first and reviews each one for mandatory diversion eligibility. 
The prosecutor reviews all referrals that do not qualify for 
mandatory diversion. 

Contact Level  Low 

Discretionary Diversion Rare – 2nd diversions are uncommon 

Informal Diversion None 

Other Information 

Many youth in diversion take part in the COS. The juvenile 
department also runs a prevention effort called the Early 
Intervention Empowerment Program, which connects youth 
with services before a formal police referral occurs. 

Website  

 

https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/services/juvenile-rehabilitation/green-hill
https://lewiscountywa.gov/departments/juvenile-court/
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Lincoln                                                                                                                             
 

Lincoln County sits in the center of Eastern Washington. Wheat farming drives the local economy, 
and most of the land is used for agriculture. The community has a small-town culture, and many 
families stay for generations to continue farming. Across Washington, the county has the second-
highest share of non-Hispanic white youth in the state. The juvenile department offers FFT. 
 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population 22% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic                        9% 

Living in Poverty 17%                                     Non-Hispanic Multiracial   9% 

                                      Non-Hispanic White 78% 
 

Diversion Overview 

2024 Referrals & Diversions 35 referrals, 20 diversions 

Eligibility Review Prosecutor reviews diversion for eligibility, after receiving 
background information from the juvenile department. 

Contact Level  
High – staff check in with young people every week, often 
meeting them at school. 

Discretionary Diversion Frequent – 2nd and 3rd diversions are common 

Informal Diversion None 

Other Information 

Lincoln County reports having limited services and resources 
because of its rural location. Youth who want to stay engaged 
can join sports or other after-school activities, but options are 
otherwise limited. 

Website  

 

 

 

 

https://www.lincolncountywa.com/186/Juvenile-Services
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Mason                                                                                                                              
 

Mason County is a rural micropolitan community on the southwest side of Puget Sound. Most 
residents live in rural areas, and much of the county is part of the Olympic National Rainforest. 
The juvenile department is one of seven that take part in the Juvenile Detention Alternative 
Initiative program. The department also offers FFT and i-ACT. 
 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population 19% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic                      28% 

Living in Poverty 16%                                     Non-Hispanic Multiracial 12% 

                                      Non-Hispanic White 54% 
 

Diversion Overview 

2024 Referrals & Diversions 69 referrals, 27 diversions 

Eligibility Review 

Unique – The department receives police referrals first. The 
administrator reviews referrals and decides whether a youth 
qualifies for diversion or to file misdemeanor or gross 
misdemeanor charges. The prosecutor handles all decisions 
on felony-level alleged offenses. The department consults 
with the prosecutor with questions about probable cause, 
serious misdemeanors, or discretionary diversion referrals. 

Contact Level  Moderate – check in monthly to monitor progress and support 

Discretionary Diversion Rare – 2nd diversions are uncommon 

Informal Diversion None 

Other Information 
Diversion agreements usually last three months and include 
deadlines to help young people stay on track. The court 
reports the need for more family therapy resources. 

Website  

https://masoncountywa.gov/departments/juvenile_probation_services/juvenile_court/index.php
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Okanogan                                                                                                                       
 

Okanogan County is the geographically largest county in Washington, covering much of the north-
central portion of the state. Okanogan has the second highest percentage of Native youth in the 
state and the second highest percentage of youth living in poverty. The juvenile department offers 
EET, FFT, and i-ACT. 

 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population 23% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic                      36% 

Living in Poverty 25%                                     Non-Hispanic Native 14% 

                                      Non-Hispanic Multiracial    8% 

                                      Non-Hispanic White  41% 
 

Diversion Overview 
2024 Referrals & Diversions 156 referrals, 37 diversions 

Eligibility Review Prosecutor review 

Contact Level  Low 

Discretionary Diversion Regular – 2nd diversions are common, 3rd diversions are rare 

Informal Diversion None 

Other Information 

The juvenile department coordinates with the local Colville 
Tribe over youth-related matters. The Colville Tribe does not 
have juvenile jurisdiction, so Native youth participate in the 
county system. Some non-Native diversion youth also 
participate in the Colville Healing Circle. Additionally, local 
partners are starting a county-wide collaboration to better 
support youth.  

Website  

 

 

https://www.okanogancounty.gov/192/Juvenile-Family-Services
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Pacific-Wahkiakum                                                                            
 

This shared jurisdiction is located on the southern Pacific coast of Washington state. Pacific and 
Wahkiakum counties are largely rural. The court has two probation counselors that focus on the 
northern and southern areas of the jurisdictions. It also offers Individual – Alternative Choice 
Training. 

 

County Youth Profiles
 Pacific Wahkiakum 

Share of County Population 16% 17% 

Living in Poverty 12% 18% 

Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic 27%    9% 

                                    Non-Hispanic Multiracial 10% 15% 

                                    Non-Hispanic White 56% 72% 
 

Diversion Overview 

2024 Referrals & Diversions 30 referrals, 14 diversions (Pacific only; Wahkiakum 
suppressed due to values <10) 

Eligibility Review 
Prosecutor reviews, with a coversheet from the juvenile 
department summarizing criminal history and offering a 
suggested recommendation 

Contact Level  Low 

Discretionary Diversion Regular – 2nd diversions are common; 3rd diversions are rare 

Informal Diversion None 

Other Information 

The juvenile department reports it is are satisfied with local 
resources, and that local youth-serving institutions are well 
coordinated. It also reports that it can connect youth with 
meaningful and interesting community service opportunities. 

Website  

https://pacificcountysuperiorcourt.com/juvenile-department
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Pierce                                                                                                                               
 

Pierce County is a large urban metro in south Puget Sound. It is the state’s second most populous 
county, and Tacoma is its third-largest city. The county has a diverse economy and includes Joint 
Base Lewis-McChord, the state’s largest military installation. The juvenile department offers 
broad programming for diversion youth, partner closely with community organizations, such as 
Our Sister’s House. It provides several informal diversion options and offers release through 
warning letters. The department participates in the Juvenile Detention Alternative Initiative and 
offers COS, EET, and FFT. These efforts aim to make diversion an efficient, appealing alternative 
that prevent youth from acquiring an official criminal history. It is important to note that the long-
term juvenile court administrator was recently released from their position. Information in this 
report reflects Pierce County’s status prior to that event. 
 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population 23.5% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic                      22% 

Living in Poverty 10.5%                                    Non-Hispanic Asian    5% 

                                     Non-Hispanic Black    7% 

                                     Non-Hispanic Multiracial  16% 

                                     Non-Hispanic White  45% 
 

Diversion Overview 
2024 Referrals & Diversions 2,275 referrals, 600 diversions 

Eligibility Review Prosecutors review, with occasional department input 

Contact Level  

Varies – warning letters are common (low contact), youth 
connected with community partners have low-contact with 
department staff; some youth at risk of becoming system 
entrenched have higher contact with probation counselors 

Discretionary Diversion Frequent – 2nd and 3rd diversions are common 

Informal Diversion Family First and Learning Exact Addiction Facts 

Website  

https://www.piercecountywa.gov/112/Juvenile-Court
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San Juan                                                                                                                          
 

San Juan is a rural, non-core county made up of four major islands in Washington’s northwest 
corner. Because the county is a 1.5-hour ferry ride from the mainland, year-round residents share 
a close-knit community culture, and some resources can be harder to access. Probation 
counselors are assigned by island and provide in-person support to youth where they live. The 
department does not operate evidence-based programs; instead, it collaborates with local 
schools, provides case management for most system-involved youth, and runs a food pantry.  
 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population 13% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic                      22% 

Living in Poverty 14%                                     Non-Hispanic Multiracial 10% 

                                      Non-Hispanic White 65% 
 

Diversion Overview 
2024 Referrals & Diversions 34 referrals, 25 diversions 

Eligibility Review 

The juvenile department prepares a summary of the youth’s 
referral and criminal history and issues a recommendation 
to the prosecutor. The prosecutor reviews this information 
and makes the final determination. 

Contact Level  Moderate to high – probation counselors take a case 
management approach with many youth 

Discretionary Diversion Frequent – 2nd and 3rd diversions are common 

Informal Diversion Connections Program 

Other Information 

San Juan’s juvenile department functions as the county’s 
central hub for youth coordination and services. The 
department emphasizes prevention through its voluntary 
Resource Mapping service, which is available to youth and 
families before an official police referral is sent to the court. 

Website  

https://www.sanjuancountywa.gov/204/Juvenile-Offender-Court-Services
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Skagit                                                                                                                                
 

Skagit is a small rural metro county in Western Washington, with agricultural production, 
maritime trades, and aerospace industries. The juvenile department offers FFT. The county also 
partners closely with the local Volunteers of America chapter, which offers classes for diversion 
youth on topics such as victim impact and conflict management. 
 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population 22% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic                      38% 

Living in Poverty 17%                                     Non-Hispanic Multiracial    9% 

                                      Non-Hispanic White  49% 
 

Diversion Overview 
2024 Referrals & Diversions 254 referrals, 76 diversions 

Eligibility Review Prosecutors review, with occasional department input 

Contact Level  Low 

Discretionary Diversion Regular – 2nd diversions are common; 3rd diversions are rare 

Informal Diversion None 

Other Information 

Skagit is one of three juvenile departments that operates a 
Teen Court program, in which diversion youth appear before 
a peer-run mock court. Teen volunteers hear the youth’s 
“case” and determine diversion conditions, while 
department staff provide supervision throughout the process 
and oversee the remainder of the youth’s diversion. 

Website  

  

https://www.skagitcounty.net/Departments/OfficeofJuvenileCourt/main.htm
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Skamania                                                                                                                        
 

Skamania County lies in the Columbia River Gorge along the Washington–Oregon border. The 
county includes two culturally distinct areas: a western region that functions as a suburban 
extension of Vancouver, and an eastern region that is predominantly rural and heavily forested. 
Skamania is a popular vacation destination and receives state and federal funding to offset the 
economic effects of logging regulations, contributing to financial variability for the county. It has 
one of the lowest youth poverty rates in the state. The juvenile department offers FFT. 
 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population 18.5% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic                      14% 

Living in Poverty    7%                                     Non-Hispanic Multiracial 10% 

                                      Non-Hispanic White 74% 
 

Diversion Overview 

2024 Referrals & Diversions 27 referrals, 12 diversions 

Eligibility Review Department screens referrals for diversion, consults with the 
prosecutor if it has questions 

Contact Level  Low 

Discretionary Diversion Regular – 2nd diversions are common; 3rd diversions are rare 

Informal Diversion None 

Other Information 

Skamania is one of three counties to operate Community 
Accountability Boards. Adult CAB volunteers review referrals, 
meet with young people and their families, and determine 
diversion agreement conditions. Department staff supervise 
youth’s completion of their diversion agreements. 

Website  

https://www.skamaniacounty.org/departments-offices/juvenile-services
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Snohomish                                                                                                                     
 

Snohomish is an urban, large fringe metro county located in central Western Washington. The 
aerospace industry shapes the county’s economy. Most residents live in urban areas, but eastern 
portions of the county are more rural and forested. The juvenile department participates in the 
Juvenile Detention Alternative Initiative and offers four evidence-based programs: COS, EET, FFT, 
and MST. The department emphasizes connecting youth with community partners and the 
importance of high-quality programming and language accessibility. The department is 
developing a new case management system, increasing its diversion data tracking and analysis. 
 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population 23% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic                      22% 

Living in Poverty    9%                                    Non-Hispanic Asian 12% 

                                     Non-Hispanic Multiracial 13% 

                                     Non-Hispanic White 47% 
 

Diversion Overview 

2024 Referrals & Diversions 684 referrals, 344 diversions 

Eligibility Review Prosecutor’s review, with some department input 

Contact Level  Low contact with department staff; higher contact with 
community partners 

Discretionary Diversion Regular – 2nd diversions are common; 3rd diversions are  

Informal Diversion None 

Other Information 

Snohomish developed a community-based program that 
provides skill-building for low-risk youth involved in 
misdemeanor sex offenses. The program promotes healthy 
behaviors, with the goal of reduced reoffending  
(see Chapter 11). 

Website  

https://snohomishcountywa.gov/195/Juvenile-Court
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Spokane                                                                                                                          

 

Spokane is an urban, medium metro county in eastern Washington, along the Idaho border. 
Spokane County has a diverse economy with tourism, agriculture, forestry, manufacturing, and a 
local Air Force base. The city of Spokane is the second largest in the state, and the county has a 
mix of urban, suburban, and rural areas. The department offers four evidence-based programs: 
COS, EET, FFT, i-ACT. 
 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population 22% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic                      13% 

Living in Poverty 13%                                     Non-Hispanic Multiracial 12% 

                                      Non-Hispanic White 67% 
 

Diversion Overview 
2024 Referrals & Diversions 939 referrals, 314 diversions 

Eligibility Review 

Unique – The department reviews referrals for mandatory 
diversions and second diversions, reaching out to the 
prosecutor’s office if it has questions. Prosecutors review 
referrals for third diversions. 

Contact Level  Varies – dependent on youths’ need and risk factors 

Discretionary Diversion Regular – 2nd diversions are common; 3rd diversion are rarer 

Informal Diversion Positive Family Connections 

Other Information 

The department works closely with community partners 
(GEMS and Native Project) and has a robust data architecture 
that allows frontline staff to autofill most diversion 
paperwork, thus streamlining its workflow. 

Website  

 

https://www.spokanecounty.gov/618/Juvenile-Court
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Thurston                                                                                                                          
 

Thurston County is an urban, medium-metro area located in Western Washington. Most services 
are based in Olympia, which can make access difficult for youth who live in outlying communities. 
The long-time juvenile court administrator recently retired, and a new administrator only began 
the role after our research site visit. The department provides FFT and i-ACT. 
 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population 21% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic                      20% 

Living in Poverty 12%                                     Non-Hispanic Asian    5% 

                                      Non-Hispanic Multiracial 15% 

                                      Non-Hispanic White 53% 
 

Diversion Overview 
2024 Referrals & Diversions 402 referrals, 144 diversions 

Eligibility Review Prosecutor review, with occasional department input 

Contact Level  Low 

Discretionary Diversion Regular – 2nd diversions are regular; 3rd diversion are rare 

Informal Diversion None 

Other Information 

The department connects youth with Thurston’s Positive 
Youth Development program, where they can participate in a 
garden that grows food for a local food bank. They also work 
with the HeartStrides Therapeutic Horsemanship program. 

Website  

 

 

 

https://www.thurstoncountywa.gov/departments/superior-court/court/juvenile-court/youth-development-program
https://www.thurstoncountywa.gov/departments/superior-court/court/juvenile-court/youth-development-program
https://www.king5.com/article/news/local/gardening-program-young-offenders-seeds-of-change/281-6154122e-c67a-44fc-ada1-b12610d59c72
https://heartstridestherapeutichorsemanship.com/
https://www.thurstoncountywa.gov/departments/superior-court/court/juvenile-court
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Walla Walla-Columbia                                                                      
 

Walla Walla and Columbia counties have a shared jurisdiction model. These rural counties are in 
south central Washington, along the Oregon border. The area has a significant agricultural and 
wine industry. Columbia has the lowest youth poverty rate in the state. The department offers FFT. 
 

County Youth Profile 
 Columbia Walla Walla 

Share of County Population 19% 21% 

Living in Poverty 5% 14% 

Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic 14% 41% 

                                    Non-Hispanic Multiracial    9%    7% 

                                    Non-Hispanic White 74% 48% 
 

Diversion Overview 

2024 Referrals & Diversions 196 referrals, 94 diversions 
Walla Walla only; Columbia suppressed due to values <10 

Eligibility Review Prosecutor review 

Contact Level  Varies 

Discretionary Diversion Regular – 2nd or 3rd diversions are common 

Informal Diversion None 

Other Information 

Vaping and increased gun violence are emergent issues 
in the area. The department also reports that a major 
substance use provider for youth recently closed, 
leaving youth with fewer options. The department 
connects concerned families with a regional program, 
YARP, that coordinates behavioral health services. 

Website  

 

https://yarp.kidsmentalhealthwa.org/yarp-frequently-asked-questions-faq/
https://www.wwcowa.gov/government/juvenile_justice_center/index.php
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Whatcom                                                                                                                        
 

Whatcom County is in northwestern Washington along the Canadian border. The county is 
classified as urban small metro, but areas outside the city of Bellingham are largely rural and 
agricultural. Most services are based in Bellingham, which can create access barriers for youth 
who live outside the city. Department staff and leaders report concerns about youth housing 
stability and limited substance use and mental health treatment options in the area. The 
department participates in the Juvenile Detention Alternative Initiative, which it reports helps it to 
reflect on its court data. They offer COS and i-ACT. The department also operates a clothing 
closet for system-involved youth who visit its office. 
 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population 19.5% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic                      21% 

Living in Poverty 13%                                     Non-Hispanic Multiracial 11% 

                                      Non-Hispanic White 59% 
 

Diversion Overview 

2024 Referrals & Diversions 288 referrals, 120 diversions 

Eligibility Review 
Prosecutor reviews referrals, with occasional department 
input; the department also advocates for some pre-
adjudication youth to be diverted 

Contact Level  Low contact with court staff; higher contact with NYS staff 

Discretionary Diversion Regular – 2nd diversions are common; 3rd diversion are rarer 

Informal Diversion None 

Other Information 

Whatcom is one of three counties that operates a Teen Court. 
Northwest Youth Services (NYS) facilitates Teen Court, where 
diversion youth appear before a peer-run mock court. Peers 
determine a youth’s formal diversion conditions. NYS staff 
supervise these diversion agreements. 

Website  

https://www.nwys.org/
https://www.whatcomcounty.us/
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Whitman                                                                                                                         
 

Whitman County is a rural county with the third-smallest youth population in the state (15% of the 
county’s total population). The county is unique because Washington State University sits in 
Pullman, bringing public transportation and strong social services to the area. As a result, most 
services and programs are in Pullman. Youth without reliable transportation often struggle to 
access these resources. The juvenile court offers FFT, which diversion youth can access if they 
qualify.  
 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population 15% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic                      14% 

Living in Poverty 11%                                     Non-Hispanic Multiracial    9% 

                                      Non-Hispanic White 66% 
 

Diversion Overview 

2024 Referrals & Diversions 71 referrals, 17 diversions 

Eligibility Review 

Referrals go to the department first, which compiles the 
youth’s criminal history. The department sends the 
information to the prosecutor’s office, which makes the 
diversion recommendation. 

Contact Level  Low – check in monthly 

Discretionary Diversion Regular – 2nd diversions are common; 3rd diversions are rare   

Informal Diversion None 

Other Information 
The department would like family counseling similar to FFT for 
diversion youth, more accessible counseling centers, and a 
theft prevention class. 

Website  

 

 

 

https://www.whitmancounty.gov/
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Yakima                                                                                                                             
 

Yakima is a medium metro county in central Washington, with many rural areas and an 
agricultural economy. The county has the state’s third highest share of youth in the state, 
relatively high youth poverty rate, and the second highest percentage of Hispanic youth. The 
department has two frontline staff who work with diversion youth and diversion agreements are 
often three months long. Yakima has a long history of gang activity, but department staff report 
these issues are often associated with youth on probation supervision, rather than diversion. The 
department offers EET, FFT, i-ACT, and MST. 
 

County Youth Profile 
Share of County Population 30% Race/Ethnicity: Hispanic                      77% 

Living in Poverty 21%                                     Non-Hispanic White 14% 
 

Diversion Overview 
2024 Referrals & Diversions 741 referrals, 267 diversions 

Eligibility Review 
Prosecutor review with occasional input from the juvenile 
department 

Contact Level  Low 

Discretionary Diversion Regular – 2nd diversions are common; 3rd diversions are rare 

Informal Diversion None 

Other Information 

The juvenile department connects diversion youth with their 
local Dispute Resolution Center, Community Peace Center of 
Central Washington. The Walk About Yakima program also 
engages in network-based gang prevention and intervention 
work in the community. Some diversion youth are involved in 
these prevention services. 

Website  

  

https://cpcocw.org/
https://cpcocw.org/
https://cpcocw.org/walk-about-yakima/
https://www.yakimacounty.us/1217/Juvenile-Court


   
 

291 
 

COURT INDEX 
 

 

Adams, 129, 141, 170, 173, 254 

Asotin-Garfield, 21, 56, 121, 129, 255 

Benton-Franklin, 45, 56, 110, 127, 128, 145, 154, 

170, 223, 234, 256 

Chelan, 121, 127, 141, 170, 257 

Clark, 68, 108, 110, 121, 122, 125, 126, 127, 135, 

143, 154, 170, 234, 235, 259 

Cowlitz, 125, 127, 170, 260 

Douglas, 141, 170, 261 

Ferry-Stevens-Pend Oreille, 127 

Grant, 125, 128, 141, 170, 177, 263 

Grays Harbor, 127, 170, 264 

Island, 125, 127, 129, 265 

 

 

Jefferson, 111, 125, 127, 128, 154, 170, 221, 223, 

266 

King County Juvenile Court Services, 44, 45, 108, 

111, 125, 127, 133, 144, 145, 154, 170, 183, 

184, 192, 200, 205, 235, 267, 268, 296 

King County Prosecuting Attorney’s Office, 44, 

45, 68, 79, 103, 132, 137, 144, 183, 184, 200, 

236, 267, 271 

King County Youth Diversion and Intervention 

Program, 45, 135, 144, 170, 183, 184, 190, 236, 

267, 269, 270 

 

Kitsap, 125, 127, 128, 170, 272 

Kittitas, 56, 65, 121, 128, 161, 170, 173, 273 

Klickitat, 127, 274 

Lewis, 55, 56, 59, 84, 125, 127, 129, 186, 213, 275 

Lincoln, 127, 276 

Mason, 59, 84, 127, 186, 213, 277 

 

 

Okanogan, 127, 142, 150, 170, 173, 278 

Pacific-Wahkiakum, 21, 177, 279 

Pierce, 8, 13, 45, 66, 103, 104, 108, 112, 125, 127, 

132, 133, 139, 144, 145, 152, 154, 168, 170, 

183, 184, 192, 200, 236, 280, 296 

San Juan, 55, 56, 108, 113, 130, 154, 174, 281 

Skagit, 127, 128, 170, 282 

Skamania, 59, 84, 127, 139, 151, 152, 186, 213, 

283 

Snohomish, 125, 127, 145, 151, 169, 170, 221, 

226, 284, 296 

Spokane, 59, 84, 113, 125, 127, 145, 154, 170, 

186, 200, 213, 234, 285 

Thurston, 45, 127, 129, 170, 286 

Walla Walla-Columbia, 56, 127, 130, 234, 287 

Whatcom, 125, 128, 144, 161, 168, 170, 288 

Whitman, 56, 127, 289 

Yakima, 56, 127, 141, 170, 290 

A - G 

J - M 

O - Y 



   
 

292 
 

APPENDICES 

Appendix A. Diversion Expert Interview Topic Lists 
Examples of interview topics; other relevant topics were discussed when needed (see Chapter 1). 
See the Online Appendix for full interview questions. 
 

Court Administrators & Frontline Staff 
• Process, from first contact to 

successful completion  
o Screening process  
o Refuse/terminated  
o Public defenders   

• Main goals/philosophy 
• Community context/reception  
• Accountability 
• Counsel and release 
• Felony diversion 
• Number of diversions offered  

o Reasons for offering  
• EBPs for diversion youth  
• Risk screening/PACT  
• Main referral sources (school, police)  
• Eligibility criteria  

o Good candidates for diversion  
o Ineligible  
o Competency/capacity issues  

• Informal diversion programs 
 

 
• Family dynamics & family crisis 
• Responses to non-compliance  
• Restitution  
• Community service hours  
• Connecting youth/families to 

community resources  
o Prior to referrals?  
o Waitlists or capacity limitations  
o Credible messengers  

• Services/resources offered in the 
agreement; average length  

• Key community partners  
• Race/ethnicity, gender, sexuality, 

ability, other barriers 
• Definition of 

success/outcome measures  
• Referral timelines 
• Enough resources 

o Community resources 
• Any changes planned for diversion?  
• What is working well? 

 

Prosecutors 
• Philosophy 
• Eligibility criteria for diversion 

o Who is a good fit for diversion 
• Number of diversion offered 

o Reasons for offering 
 

• Felony diversions 
• Terminations 

o Filing on terminations 
• Competency/capacity 
• Caseload concerns 
• Timeliness 

https://www.courts.wa.gov/wsccr/juvenile-diversion/
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• Assault-4 family crisis 
• Relationship with juvenile department 

 
 

• Changes 
• Desired resources 

Community Partners 
• History with court 
• Work with diversion youth 
• Goals for work with diversion youth 
• Funding structures 

 

• Supports court partnerships 
• Barriers to court partnerships 
• Other thoughts 

 

Data Specialists 
• Ease of JCS use for diversion data 
• Missing fields 
• Mismatches between practice and 

documentation 
• Areas of confusion 

 

• Suggested improvements 
• Record destruction 
• Diversion documentation in other 

systems 
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Appendix B. Juvenile Diversion Research Working Group Products 

Work Group Goals 
• Incorporate member insights to shape deliverables that are representative, meaningful 

for those engaged in juvenile diversion, and that work for all.  
• Foster a collaborative environment through active listening, accessible and constructive 

dialogue, and respectful, candid engagement among group members.  
• Prioritize equity in our discussions and deliverables by considering access to diversion, 

the quality of opportunities, and the impact on youth and communities across 
Washington.  

• Establish informed understandings to support the ongoing enhancement of juvenile 
diversion statewide, creating space for statewide standards and local implementation.     

• Develop shared language around juvenile diversion to enhance collaboration 
across jurisdictions, organizations, government branches, and with the public.   

• Provide guidance on the development and enhancement of juvenile diversion data 
systems, paying attention to youth privacy, court practices, community capacity building, 
and research needs.   

• Take a forward-looking perspective to working group conversations and juvenile 
diversion research, identifying opportunities to inform future research and supporting the 
thoughtful expansion of diversion efforts across Washington.  
 

Diversion Definition (Conceptual/Philosophical) 
Juvenile diversion is any alternative response that navigates youth away from formal prosecution 
or arrest. 
 

Suggested Outcomes 
Practices 

• Types of diversion: Diversion agreement conditions; services offered; site of service 
delivery 

• Discretionary vs mandatory diversions 
• Agreements: Diversion agreement expectations; how this decision is made 
• Outcomes: What happens after diversion?; specifically, for terminated diversions 
• Risk/Needs assessments: Are they carried out?; If so, how is information being used?; Can 

we look at reporting outcomes through this lens? 
• Assessing basic needs (e.g., food, clothing) 

 
Process Points 

• Number of prior diversions (how does this impact diversion recommendations) 
• Total diversions across the state 
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o Benefits: Understand the capacity of the diversion system and provide support for 
alternative diversion approaches; Correct misunderstandings of "informal" 
diversions and increase confidence in innovative approaches; Increase 
transparency and invite community partners and advocates more fully into the 
conversation 

• Referral sources: How are diversions being referred (prosecutors vs directly to diversion) 
• Timeliness: Initial incident to referral to prosecutor’s office; Prosecutor’s office to juvenile 

department; Connection to services 
• Reasons young people opt into court (“refused”): Barriers; cultural competency reasons; 

system trust 
• School referrals: Identify schools sending significant number of referrals; IEP population; 

poverty levels; health care; mental health; SROs; departmental differences within the 
same county  

Final Outcomes 
• Efficacy: Map outcomes related to the service/conditions on the agreement 
• Disposition outcomes of diversion refusals: What happens if a diversion is not accepted? 
• Non-compliance outcomes: How often does this result in termination? Other 

consequences? 
• Successful completion: What are the determining factor? 

 
Youth Experience 

• Improvement with the family unit 
• Pro-social connection: Community groups; positive youth development opportunities; 

school engagement 
• Self-efficacy: Motivation; hope for the future; goal setting 
• Culturally responsive to your experience; service programming 

 
Incident Locations 

• Add this field to the statewide system 
• Benefits: 

o Increases the accuracy and transparency of information about youth behavior for 
the public (i.e., provides a correct understanding of public risk and youth 
experiences in the community) 

o Highlight opportunities for courts to collaborate with local organizations to respond 
with alternative approaches (specific schools, malls, or parks with high referrals) 

o Think creatively about how to make these spaces more inviting or suitable for youth 
o Ability to measure the impact of targeted interventions over time (i.e. if a mall is 

identified as an area with high referrals and a program is developed, we could 
evaluate program effectiveness) 

o Provide courts with insight into patterns for the youth they are working with, in order 
to develop responsive resources 
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Appendix C. Juvenile Court Prevention, Early Intervention, & Civil Work 

What is the difference between diversion, civil work, and prevention coordination? 
• Diversions | An alternative legal response to alleged criminal behavior documented in a 

formal or informal police referral. 

• Early Intervention & Civil Work | Becca petitions (Children in Need of Services petitions, At-
Risk Youth petitions, and truancy petitions) respond to civil, non-criminal behavior or 
family situations. Becca petitions are processed through the court’s civil legal pathway. 

• Prevention Coordination | Court staff assist youth and families by connecting them with 
appropriate services in the community. These connections are voluntary and do not 
include any criminal or civil legal system involvement. 

 

Early Intervention | Becca Petitions 
Washington’s Juvenile Courts also run formal programs that respond to concerning, non-criminal 
youth behaviors and family situations. These programs include Child in Need of Services (CHINs) 
petitions, At-Risk Youth (ARY) petitions, and truancy petitions.222 They address issues such as 
frequent truancy, running away, significant conflict in the home that does not meet the definition 
of abuse or neglect, youth behavior that threatens safety, and untreated substance disorders. 
Juvenile departments connect youth and families to community resources, social services, and 
other supports. In some situations, youth and families in these programs later enter Dependency 
Court, which many Juvenile Courts also operate. Some youth in diversion have complex needs 
and family situations that link them to these civil programs, especially Becca services to address 
truancy. In addition, some court responses, such as connecting youth and families to services, 
are similar across diversion, Becca petitions, and court-based prevention coordination. 
 

Court-Based Prevention Service Coordination 
Several juvenile departments connect youth and families with services without a police referral 
(see Chapter 2).  Although this work occurs outside of Becca petitions, it often resembles those 
supports. Prevention services involve voluntary assistance for youth and families in situations 
which there is no probable cause that a crime occurred. Instead, there is concern about youths’ 
unmet needs and their access to services. In some counties, anyone can imitate prevention 
services, while others limit initiation to police or school officials. Across all counties, court-based 
prevention is voluntary, meaning youth and families may meet with the staff if they choose, with 
no consequences or further contact if they decline.  

 
222 See program pages for King County, Pierce County, and Snohomish County for example explanations of the At-Risk 
Youth petition process. 

https://fyjp.org/benchbook/chapter-26-child-in-need-of-services-chins/
https://www.oeo.wa.gov/en/education-issues/attendance-and-truancy
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pubs/CWP_0044.pdf
https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pubs/CWP_0044.pdf
https://kingcounty.gov/en/court/superior-court/courts-jails-legal-system/court-programs-children-families/truancy-at-risk-youth-programs/at-risk-youth-program
https://www.piercecountywa.gov/1102/At-Risk-YouthChild-in-Need-of-Services
https://snohomishcountywa.gov/DocumentCenter/View/6378/At-Risk-Youth-ARY-Petition-Download-and-Fill-Out-pdf
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Appendix D. County Profile Measures 
Rurality | Washington State Office of Financial Management (link) 

• Rural Frontier 1 - population density of 21 persons per square mile 

• Rural Frontier 2 - population density of between 21 and 50 persons per square mile 

• Rural - population density between 51 and 100 persons per square mile 

• Not Rural - population density above 100 persons per square mile 
 

Urbanization | National Center for Health Statistics (link)  
• Large Central Metro - population of 1 million or more (see webpage for 3 additional criteria) 

• Large Fringe Metro - population of 1 million or more that do not qualify as a large central 
metro 

• Medium Metro - population of 250,000 to 999,999 

• Small Metro - population of 50,000 to 249,999 

• Micropolitan - counties in micropolitan statistical areas 

• Non-core - counties that do not qualify as micropolitan 
 
Youth Population | IndexMundi (link) 

• Based on U.S. Census Bureau, Population Estimate Program (PEP) 

• Website states that figures are updated annually and the most recent data release was in 
2025 
 

Youth Poverty | The Annie E. Casey Foundation Kids Count Data Center (link) 
• Poverty level is operationalized as 100% of the Federal Poverty Guideline, as defined by the 

U.S. Census Bureau 
 

Race and Ethnicity | The Annie E. Casey Foundation Kids Count Data Center (link) 
• Data include youth 0–19 years of age. 

• Data come from the Washington State Office of Financial Management, Estimates of April 
1 Population, Small Area Demographic Estimates (original data source) 

• Measures of non-Hispanic racial groups:  
o American Indian/Alaskan Native - People having origins in any of the original 

peoples of North and South America (including Central America), and who maintain 
tribal affiliation or community attachment.  

o Asian - People having origins in any of the original peoples of the Far East, Southeast 
Asia, or the Indian subcontinent.  

o Black - People having origins in any of the Black racial groups of Africa.  
o Multiracial - People having two or more racial identifications. 

https://ofm.wa.gov/data-research/population-demographics/estimates/population-density/land-area-criteria-rural-area-assistance/
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data-analysis-tools/urban-rural.html
https://www.indexmundi.com/facts/united-states/quick-facts/washington/percent-of-population-under-18#table
https://datacenter.aecf.org/data/tables/3298-children-under-age-18-in-poverty?loc=49&loct=5#ranking/5/any/true/2545/any/6800
https://datacenter.aecf.org/data/tables/4490-child-population-by-race-or-ethnicity?loc=49&loct=5#detailed/5/6947-6985/false/1096/3
http://www.ofm.wa.gov/pop/asr/default.asp
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o Pacific Islander/Native Hawaiian - Any of the original peoples of Hawaii, Guam, 
Samoa, or other Pacific Islands.  

o White - People having origins in any of the original peoples of Europe, the Middle 
East, or North Africa. 

• Hispanic individuals can be of any race. 
 

Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative 
• See webpage for detailed information about the eight core strategies, initiative history, 

infrastructure, and support 
 

Juvenile Court’s Evidence Based Programming 
• There are four available evidence-based programs* and two promising practices** in 

Washington state: 
o Coordination of Services* 
o Employment Education Training* 
o Functional Family Therapy* 
o Multi-Systemic Therapy* 
o Individual – Alternative Choice Training** 
o Team – Alternative Choice Training** 

• Descriptions of each are available in the Juvenile Court Block Grant report. 
 

Referrals and Diversions | WSCCR Juvenile Court Dashboard (link) 
• Select the County Overview tab, and then, in the “Court Stage” dropdown menu to select 

“Referrals” or “Diversions” for each county. 
 

Notes about data comprehensiveness: 
o Referrals | These data include the total number of referrals included in the statewide 

system. As noted in Chapter 11, there is a growing awareness that these data may not 
include all referrals into a juvenile court. This is because counties have different 
coordinated processes between the prosecutor’s office and juvenile departments. 
Additionally, some processes may mean that some referrals are not entered into the 
statewide system. 
 

o Diversions I These data also reflect entries labeled as diversions and entered into the 
statewide system. It is very possible that these numbers do not fully reflect the whole 
universe of diversions for each county, as they may not include informal diversions. 
Chapter 10 details plans to address these issues. 

https://www.dcyf.wa.gov/practice/practice-improvement/ojj/jdai
https://dcyf.wa.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/reports/JuvenileCourtBlockGrant-2024.pdf
https://www.courts.wa.gov/caseload/dashboard/v4/JuvenileCourt.html
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