
Executive  
Summary  

Although young people engage in risky, 
impulsive and sometimes, even illegal be-
havior during their teen years, the majority 
will not continue criminal activity as adults. 
As research mounts showing the dangers 
of detention and incarceration, many com-
munities are embracing diversion programs 
that redirect youth away from formal justice 
involvement, while still holding them ac-
countable for their actions.1 

Nearly all of counties in Michigan offer di-
version, which is proven to cost less, reduce 
recidivism and avoid the harm that could 
result from justice involvement. In 2015 
alone, 10,000 delinquency cases were divert-
ed from the formal adjudication process.2 
However, the state does not track the types 
of offenses that are diverted from the formal 
system, making it impossible to know why 
so many kids are referred to court in the first 
place. Perhaps many of these cases could 
have been resolved at the point of arrest or 
even earlier. 

The purpose of this report is to better under-
stand the use of diversion in Michigan, with 
an emphasis on pre-arrest and pre-petition 
options. Given the decentralized nature of 
Michigan’s juvenile justice system, diver-
sion programs vary widely from county to 
county, as do their adherence to evidence-
based practices. While diversion may be of-
fered across the state, it is not the default op-
tion in every county. As a result, youth with 
similar offenses may be offered diversion vs. 
the traditional juvenile court process based 
on where they live. This disparate treatment 
also exacerbates the disproportionality of 
youth color in Michigan’s justice system as 
Black youth are offered diversion less fre-
quently than White youth.3 

Diversion programs can be implemented at 
any point - including before an arrest is made 
- and is ideally offered before youth ever go 

to court. Unfortunately, the primary fund-
ing source, the Child Care Fund, restricts 
diversion programs until after a petition has 
been filed with the court, creating a financial 
disincentive for other youth-serving institu-
tions (schools, mental health, child welfare 
and local law enforcement) from operating 
pre-arrest or pre-petition diversion pro-
grams.As a result, thousands of youth par-
ticipate in diversion programs managed by 
the juvenile courts;  with many experiencing 
much of the traditional judicial process that 
diversion is meant to help them avoid. Most 
of these diversion programs are not evalu-
ated for effectiveness in reducing recidivism 
nor do they incorporate restorative practices 
that help repair the harm caused to victims.

Despite these concerns, communities across 
the state have successfully implemented 
highly effective, therapeutic and develop-
mentally-appropriate diversion programs 
that encourage multi-system collaboration. 
In several counties, diversion programs 
have become integral components of the 
community-based treatment model for jus-
tice-involved youth, which has provided op-
portunities to dramatically cut juvenile court 
caseloads and reduce the use of costly out-
of-home placements. 

The findings draw out trends reported across 
69 of Michigan’s 83 counties, highlight nu-
merous examples of best practice models, 
and offer policy recommendations to guide 
juvenile justice system administrators, state/
local policymakers, and other stakeholders 
in their efforts to expand the use of diver-
sion and promote second chances for youth. 

Diversion is proven 
to cost less, reduce 
recidivism and 
avoid harm.

This report illuminates 
how to effectively 
understand and use 
diversion in Michigan.

1.  Stop criminalizing adolescent be-

havior and train professionals to de-

escalate problem behaviors before 

arrest is necessary.

2.  Impose civil infractions for some of-

fenses rather than delinquent or 

criminal charges.

3.  Consider diversion options for every 

youth, regardless of offense, history or 

personal characteristics.

4.  Ensure youth of color, girls, and have 

equitable access to diversion services 

and that all programs incorporate cul-

turally competent and gender respon-

sive practices.

5.  Amend the Michigan Juvenile Diver-

sion Act to specifically define pre-

arrest and pre-petition diversion and 

require these options in every county. 

6.  Increase funding options for pre-ar-

rest/pre-petition diversion programs. 

7.  Reduce arrests in school by incor-

porating restorative practices into 

school discipline policies and limiting 

the presence of police in schools. 

8.  Require screening of all youth to 

determine if they are concurrently  

involved in the child welfare system and 

divert delinquency cases when possible.

9.  Establish and support juvenile mental 

health diversion practice guidelines. 

10.  Ensure appropriate use of evidence-

based screening and assessment tools 

at intake, if not earlier, to determine 

the appropriate diversion services for 

all court-petitioned youth.

11.  Statutorily limit or eliminate fines 

and fees so that families in one coun-

ty are not forced to pay for services  

that are freely available in neighbor-

ing counties.

12.  Increase the use of family-centered 

treatment at all decision points.

13.  Ensure restorative justice practices 

are a primary component of all diver-

sion programs.

14.  Strengthen oversight, monitoring and 

evaluation of diversion practices and 

stakeholders across the state.

Policy 
Recommendations
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TREND #1:

Counties are incentiv-

ized to provide diversion 

only after a cour peti-

tion is filed. 

Best Practice: 
Diversion should 
occur early.

TREND #2:

Diversion is generally not 

offered to youth unless 

they have a first-time, 

low-level offense.

Best Practice: 
Diversion should 
occur often.

TREND #3:

Youth of color, especially 

black youth, are less likely 

to receive diversion than 

white youth.

Best Practice: 
Diversion should 
help drive down 
racial and ethnic 
disparities.

TREND #4:

Court fines and fees 

levied against youth 

may negatively im-

pact families.

Best Practice:  
Youth and families 
should not be 
charged fines and 
fees to participate in 
diversion programs. 

TREND #5: 

Screenings and assessments 

for diversion are inconsistent 

and sometimes non-existent 

across Michigan counties.

Best Practice: 
Diversion plans should 
be individualized 
and informed by 
standardized screening 
and assessments.

TREND #6:

Michigan provides 

inconsistent diversion 

services across county 

lines, despite youth 

having similar needs.

Best Practice: 
Diversion programs 
should use a wide 
network of community-
based services to 
offer a menu of 
diversion options.

TREND 7:

Very few diversion 

programs focus on 

families as an integral 

part of the solution.

Best Practice:  
Diversion programs 
should offer family-
centered interventions.

TREND #8:

Most jurisdictions do 

not use restorative 

justice practices to 

engage victims in the 

healing process.

Best Practice: 
Diversion 
should be 
restorative  
in nature.

TREND #9:

Lack of data and incon-

sistent use of evaluations 

leave Michigan counties 

unclear about whether 

diversion programs are 

actually working.

Best Practice: 
Diversion should 
be evaluated 
regularly to 
gauge program 
effectiveness, 
informed by data.
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