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Purpose 

 Examine whether diversion reduces recidivism at a greater rate than traditional justice system 
processing. 

 Explore aspects of diversion programs associated with greater reductions in recidivism. 
 

Methodology 
 Meta-analysis reviewing 45 diversion evaluation studies reporting on 73 programs assessing 

14,573 diverted youth and 18,840 youth processed by the traditional justice system. The majority 
of studies came from the United States (34).  

 Diversion was defined as any program that allows the youth to avoid (a) official processing 
through a screening process prior to being charged; (b) full prosecution after being charged; or (c) 
a traditional sentence after conviction.  

 
Results 

 Diversion is more effective in reducing recidivism than traditional judicial interventions. 
 Two program-specific characteristics were also examined as potential moderating variables. 

o Programs that targeted youth prior to being charged were found to be more effective in 
reducing recidivism than programs accepting charged youth, although the difference was 
small. 

o The agency that sponsored the program influenced its reported effectiveness. Programs 
provided by the criminal justice system appeared to reduce recidivism at a greater rate 
than those provided by either social services agencies or researchers. Programs run by 
private agencies were found to be the least effective. 

 For all diversion programs: There was no statistical difference found in the effectiveness of 
diversion programs serving low- or medium/high-risk youth.  

 For caution programs: For low risk youth, caution programs appeared to be more effective in 
reducing recidivism than programs providing some form of intervention. 

 For intervention programs: In line with the risk principle of rehabilitation, intervention programs 
targeting medium/high-risk youth were more effective in reducing recidivism than those working 
with low-risk offenders. 

 
Relevance 

 Diversion is more effective than formal processing through the juvenile justice system.  Thus, 
especially when representing low-risk youth, counsel should seek to negotiate alternatives to 
formal processing and diversion prior to disposition.   

 
 

 

 

 



 

Bonta, James, et. al., Exploring the Black Box of Community Supervision, 47 J. OFFENDER 

REHABILITATION 248 (2008). 

Download: 
http://www.pbpp.pa.gov/research_statistics/Documents/27%20Exploring%20the%20Black%20Box%20o
f%20Community%20Supervision%20Bonta.pdf  

Purpose:  
 Examine whether probation/parole decreases recidivism. 
 Examine whether more community supervision is better than less community supervision.  
 Examine how probation officers use risk-needs-responsivity when formulating a case plan and 

managing a case. 
 
Analysis 1:  

• Methodology: 
 Meta-analysis reviewing 15 studies published between 1980 and 2006. 

• Results: 
 2 percent decrease in overall recidivism 
 No impact at all on violent offending 

• Relevance: 
 On the whole, community supervision does not seem to accomplish the goal of reducing 
recidivism 

 
Analysis #2: 

• Methodology:  
 Study of 62 probation officers providing information on over 150 supervisees (both youth and adults) 
in Manitoba, Canada. 

 Data was collected from three sources: 
 Intake risk-needs assessments 
 Audio tapes of probation officer-probationers interviews at three different times; and 
 Probationer files. 

 
• Results: 

 The risk principle dictated how often probation officers met with adults but not with youth.  
Specifically, probation officer met more often with high risk adults than low or medium risk adults.  
However, probation officers met with youth of all risk levels the same frequency.   
 Probation officers performed relatively well at identifying needs but performed worse at actually 
addressing needs.  Probation officers completed assessments according to policy.  However, the 
information from the assessments did not actually make it into the intervention plans.  Additionally, 
intervention plans were not discussed at the sessions, and, even when the information from the 
assessments made it into the intervention plan, actual services to address the needs identified were rarely 
put in place.   
 

• Relevance 
 Typical probation alone is not an effective approach to recidivism reduction.  Probation 
conditions and plans typically are not sufficiently individualized.  Even when probation 
conditions and plans are sufficiently individualized, services to meet the criminogenic needs of 
the individual are not put in place.   
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Purpose 

 The purpose of the paper is two-fold.  The first purpose of the meta-analysis is to investigate the 
factors most strongly associated with positive intervention effects (i.e., the type of treatment, the 
dose of the treatment, the quality of the treatment, and the characteristics of the youth) with a 
single integrate approach with two objectives: 1) using a consistent framework to identify the 
general factors associated with program effects; and 2) providing a balanced, adequately 
controlled comparative analysis of the differential effectiveness of different interventions.   

 The second purpose of the meta-analysis is to determine whether the effectiveness of a given 
treatment modality is influenced by the associated level of juvenile justice supervision.   
 

Methodology 
 The data used were based on 548 independent study samples for which information was extracted 

from 361 primary research reports.  The research reports span the period from 1958 to 2002.  All 
of the studies where conducted in an English-speaking country and over 90% of the studies were 
conducted in the United States.   

 Youth represented in the research were in varying stages of penetration into the juvenile justice 
system and divided into the following categories: 1) No supervision; 2) Diversion; 3) Probation or 
parole; and 4) Incarceration.   

 Seven intervention philosophies were identified from the research as well: 1) Surveillance; 2) 
Deterrence; 3) Discipline; 4) Restorative Programs; 5) Counseling and its variants; 6) Skill 
building programs; and 7) Multiple coordinated Services.    

 
Results 

 Counseling interventions yielded the largest reductions in recidivisms followed by multiples 
services, skill building programs, restorative programs, and surveillance programs.  Deterrence 
programs and discipline programs actually increased recidivism, though the effect of deterrence is 
relatively small (virtually zero).   

 Assuming juvenile of similar characteristics (i.e., risk, age, gender, ethnicity) and similar 
intervention approaches, the effects of those interventions are not significantly different whether 
the youth is treated in the community, after diversion, while on probation or parole, or while 
incarcerated.   

 
Relevance 

 The services that have the strongest effect on reducing recidivism have a therapeutic philosophy 
rather than a control philosophy.  Thus, to optimize the effects on recidivism and other outcomes, 
programs from the therapeutic categories should be favored and those from the control categories 
should be avoided as much as possible. 

 Juvenile justice systems will generally get more delinquency reduction benefits from their 
intervention dollars by focusing their most effective and costly interventions on higher risk 
juveniles and providing less intensive and costly interventions to the lower risk cases.  Moreover, 
they can expect similar benefits from their intervention programs for juveniles at a given risk 
level whether they are treated and supervised in the community or in residential facilities. 

 


