
1Restorative Justice Diversion: A Better Way to Heal Victims and Provide Meaningful Accountability for Youth

A Better Way to Provide 
Meaningful Accountability 
for Youth

RESTORATIVE JUSTICE 
DIVERSION



2Restorative Justice Diversion: A Better Way to Heal Victims and Provide Meaningful Accountability for Youth

This report was written by Richard A. Mendel, Senior Research Fellow, Youth Justice at The Sentencing 
Project, with editing support from Josh Rovner, Kristen Budd, Olivia Naugle, Nazgol Ghandnoosh, and 
Kara Gotsch. 

The report also benefited from conversations with Kara Beckman (University of Minnesota), Sarah Davis 
(Hennepin County [MN] Attorney’s Office), Joel Friesz (National Association of Community and Restorative 
Justice), Liane Rozzell (restorative justice practitioner and cofounder of Restorative Arlington), and Erica 
Washington (formerly with Equal Justice USA), as well as directors and staff from numerous restorative 
justice diversion programs across the country. 

This research was funded by The Annie E. Casey Foundation and we thank them for their support; 
however, the findings and conclusions presented in this report are those of the author alone and do not 
necessarily reflect the opinions of the Foundation. 

The Sentencing Project promotes effective and humane responses to crime that minimize imprisonment 
and criminalization of youth and adults by promoting racial, ethnic, economic, and gender justice. 

March 2026 

Copyright © 2026 by The Sentencing Project. Reproduction of this document in full or in part, and in print 
or electronic format, only by permission of The Sentencing Project.

A Better Way to Provide Meaningful 
Accountability for Youth

RESTORATIVE JUSTICE DIVERSION



3Restorative Justice Diversion: A Better Way to Heal Victims and Provide Meaningful Accountability for Youth

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

PART ONE: RESTORATIVE JUSTICE DIVERSION – A PROMISING BUT UNDERUTILIZED RESPONSE 
TO ADOLESCENT LAWBREAKING
	
	 A. What is restorative justice diversion, and who is it for?

	 B. How widely available is restorative justice diversion for youth?

PART TWO: WHAT DOES RESEARCH SAY ABOUT THE RESULTS OF RESTORATIVE JUSTICE DIVERSION?

PART THREE: WHAT ARE RESTORATIVE JUSTICE'S ADVANTAGES OVER COURTS 
REGARDING ACCOUNTABILITY?
	

	 A. What is accountability? 

	 B. Absence of accountability in juvenile courts

	 C. Restorative justice diversion provides more developmentally appropriate accountability for youth

PART FOUR: WHAT IS BEST FOR VICTIMS?

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

ENDNOTES

4

6

9

11

15

17

18

TABLE OF CONTENTS



4Restorative Justice Diversion: A Better Way to Heal Victims and Provide Meaningful Accountability for Youth

Restorative justice refers to a collaborative process for 
repairing the harm caused by criminal or delinquent 
offenses rather than determining guilt and imposing 
punishments. Unlike formal courts, restorative justice 
interventions bring people together – the person who 
caused harm and those most affected by it – in a non-
adversarial process. The process creates a response plan 
that addresses the needs of the person(s) harmed and 
connects the youth to individualized services that sup-
port their success and minimize their likelihood of future 
offending. 

RJ diversion involves the use of RJ conferencing as an al-
ternative to formal involvement in the justice system. It 
can be initiated either before an arrest is made or when 
court intake officials choose to employ RJ instead of fil-
ing a formal case against youth after they have been re-
ferred to court on delinquency charges. 

Restorative justice diversion is a far more promising ap-
proach than formal processing in juvenile courts. Com-
pared to traditional juvenile courts, restorative justice 
diversion: 

●	 Lowers recidivism and improves youth devel-
opment outcomes. Controlled evaluations of 
restorative justice mediation programs in multi-
ple jurisdictions across the United States found 
reoffense rates were roughly one-third lower 
than among comparable youth who did not par-
ticipate, and that subsequent crimes were less 
severe.1 RJ diversion participants also give it 

high ratings for fairness.2 Many studies show that 
higher perceptions of fairness are linked to lower 
future offending.3

●	 Imposes meaningful accountability for youth 
misconduct. The term “accountability” is often 
conflated with punishment in American discus-
sions of juvenile and criminal justice.4 Howev-
er, true accountability is not about punishing 
young people for their misconduct but rather 
about enabling youth to take responsibility for 
their behavior, make genuine apologies, repair 
the harms they have caused, and take steps to 
get on track and avoid victimizing others.5 All of 
these elements of accountability are far stronger 
in restorative justice diversion than in the formal 
court system.6

●	 Boosts the satisfaction and well-being of 
those harmed by youth offending. Research 
consistently finds victims participating in restor-
ative justice conferencing report far higher rates 
of satisfaction and far higher perceptions of fair-
ness than victims in conventional court process-
es.7 Multiple studies have also shown that re-
storative justice conferencing improves victims’ 
mental health8 and emotional well-being.9

But restorative justice diversion remains rare for youth; 
perhaps 150 programs operate nationwide.10 Many pro-
grams are small, serving fewer than 25 youth per year. 
As a result, restorative justice diversion remains unavail-
able to the vast majority of youth who might benefit. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Restorative justice (RJ) diversion programs address adolescent lawbreaking outside the court system using a 
process designed to address victims’ needs and repair the harm caused by youth misconduct. RJ diversion pro-
grams yield far better results, including lower recidivism rates, than juvenile courts which focus on ascertaining 
guilt and assigning punishments. Nonetheless, restorative justice diversion opportunities remain rare for youth 
nationwide. This report presents the evidence base that overwhelmingly supports broadening eligibility criteria 
and making substantial investments to expand the use of RJ diversion, particularly for Black youth, and making 
it a commonplace approach to addressing adolescent lawbreaking.



5Restorative Justice Diversion: A Better Way to Heal Victims and Provide Meaningful Accountability for Youth

State support for RJ programming is limited.11 Just sev-
en states – Colorado, Connecticut, Maine, Minnesota, Ne-
braska, North Dakota, and Vermont – provide significant 
funding and policy support for RJ diversion. Also, there 
is reason to believe that RJ diversion opportunities are 
especially limited for Black youth and other youth of col-
or.12  

The time has come for a major investment of time, en-
ergy, and money to make restorative justice diversion 
a common response to adolescent lawbreaking. State 
legislatures, courts, prosecutors, and probation agen-
cies – as well as philanthropies, human service agencies, 
and civic organizations – should broaden RJ diversion 
eligibility criteria and make substantial investments to 
expand the use of restorative justice diversion, especial-
ly for Black youth and other youth of color. Specifically:

●	 States should emulate pioneers like Colorado, 
Connecticut, Maine, Minnesota, Nebraska, North 
Dakota, and Vermont that provide direct funding 
to develop and support restorative justice diver-
sion programs in local jurisdictions. 

●	 Local justice systems (including courts, pros-
ecutors, and probation agencies) should priori-
tize restorative justice diversion by expanding el-
igibility to include youth accused of serious and 
repeat offenses, referring a substantial number 
of appropriate youth to RJ diversion programs, 
and ensuring that RJ diversion programs have 
reliable and adequate funding. 

●	 Community organizations and their partners 
in philanthropy and local government should 
build capacity and provide ongoing support for 
local providers to offer effective restorative jus-
tice programming for youth as an alternative to 
formal involvement in the justice system.
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This report focuses on victim-centered restorative justice 
diversion. It does so for two reasons: because the out-
comes evidence is highly promising; and because this 
type of intervention offers unique capacity to hold youth 
accountable in meaningful ways for delinquent behavior 
while improving the satisfaction and well-being of those 
harmed by youth misconduct. 

A. What is restorative justice diversion, and 
who is it for?

What is restorative justice? As a general concept, re-
storative justice (RJ) refers to a collaborative process for 
repairing the harm caused by criminal or delinquent of-
fenses rather than determining guilt and imposing pun-
ishments. Unlike formal courts, restorative justice inter-
ventions bring people together –the person who caused 
harm and those most affected by it – in a nonadversarial 
process. The process results in a response plan that ad-

dresses the needs of the person(s) harmed and connects 
the youth who committed the offense to individualized 
services that support their success and minimize their 
likelihood of future offending.

First introduced in Western democracies 50 years ago,13 
restorative justice has been adopted in the court sys-
tems of numerous jurisdictions throughout the United 
States, Europe, and Oceania, primarily for youth, though 
sometimes for adults as well.14 The definition of restor-
ative justice has broadened over time, and the term is 
used now to describe a wide variety of interventions that 
employ related restorative principles and practices. This 
report focuses only on victim-centered restorative jus-
tice interventions that include direct meetings between 
youth and the persons they have harmed – or at least, 
surrogate victims who stand in when those harmed 
choose not to participate.15 

PART ONE: 
RESTORATIVE JUSTICE DIVERSION – A PROMISING 
BUT UNDERUTILIZED RESPONSE TO ADOLESCENT 
LAWBREAKING

Restorative Justice vs. the Formal Court Process

Restorative Justice Formal Court System

Crime violates people and relationships Crime violates the state and its laws

Justice focuses on needs and obligations so things 
can be made right

Justice focuses on establishing guilt so punishment 
can be applied

The central parties are the victim and the person 
who caused harm The central parties are the state and the defendant

Justice is sought through dialogue and mutual 
agreement

Justice is sought through a conflict between 
adversaries

Accountability is achieved by making amends and 
repairing harm

Accountability is achieved by punishing those who 
commit crimes

Sources: Adapted from Seacrest, L. (2023). Justice for all: How restorative justce mutually benefits victims and youth. R Street

https://www.rstreet.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/Final-Study-No.-294.pdf
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What is restorative justice diversion? Restorative jus-
tice can work either within the traditional justice system 
or as an alternative to it when young people’s alleged 
misconduct is addressed outside of the formal justice 
system, an option known as diversion or informal pro-
cessing. This report focuses on the latter. Just under half 
of delinquency cases referred to juvenile court in the 
United States are handled informally,16 and overwhelm-
ing evidence shows that diversion leads to better youth 
development outcomes and lower reoffending rates 
than formal involvement in the court system.17 

Restorative justice is just one of several ways that diver-
sion cases can be managed. Often, diverted youth are 
supervised by a probation department or court services 
unit and required to adhere to rules and conditions sim-
ilar (though typically less intensive) to those followed 
by youth on formal probation caseloads.18 These youth 
face the threat of being returned to court if they do not 
comply. Some diverted youth are given warnings and re-
leased without any intervention. Others receive a “light 
touch” diversion such as being required to write an apol-
ogy letter or attend a workshop.19 In some jurisdictions, 
a panel of community members20 hears the cases of di-
verted youth and determines appropriate responses.21

Restorative justice diversion can be initiated by police, 
schools, or courts. The most established and widely 
employed restorative justice model is called Victim Of-
fender Mediation, where victims and youth meet and 
discuss the crime in a safe, structured setting, supported 
by one or more trained mediators.22 In these meetings, 
youth explain the circumstances that led to their miscon-
duct, hear from victims about the physical, emotional, 
and financial impact of the offense; and answer victims’ 
questions about the incident. The participants then 
develop a plan for the youth to repair the harm caused 
by the misconduct and to undertake other activities to 
minimize the likelihood that the youth will harm others 
in the future. Other models include Restorative Commu-
nity Conferencing, Family Group Conferencing, and 
Sentencing Circles, which focus more on community 
well-being and include a wider range of participants, ei-
ther as interested community members, representatives 
of the criminal legal system, or additional circle keepers.23

For which youth should restorative justice diversion 
be used? Victim-centered restorative justice diversion is 
appropriate only when there is: 

●	 an identifiable victim; 
●	 an agreement on the essential facts of the case; 
●	 a willingness by the young person to take re-

sponsibility for the offense and to participate in 
a meeting with the person(s) they have harmed. 

RJ diversion is only appropriate in cases where the young 
person has committed a significant offense that would 
otherwise be adjudicated in court. Too often, restorative 
justice diversion programs are limited only to youth ac-
cused of minor or first-time offenses.24 Indeed, several 
state restorative justice statutes restrict restorative jus-
tice to first-time, low-level, nonviolent offenses.25 Such 
restrictions are counterproductive.26 Most youth accused 
of low-level offenses never return to the justice system.27 

A 2017 meta-analysis found that, for young people facing 
their first charges and those assessed as low-risk, warn-
ings and less intensive diversion responses were more 
effective than restorative justice models.28 Meanwhile, 
many studies show that restorative justice diversion can 
be especially effective with youth accused of serious of-
fenses.29 

B. How widely available is restorative justice 
diversion for youth? 

How many programs nationwide offer restorative 
justice diversion for youth? Unfortunately, no compre-
hensive database is available to show how many youth 
participate in RJ diversion, nor the number of RJ diver-
sion programs operating across the United States. The 
most recent national survey of restorative justice pro-
grams, which focused only on victim offender media-
tion, was completed in 1996. It identified 116 programs 
nationwide that provided restorative justice diversion 
to roughly 4,300 youth.30 Today, available evidence sug-
gests that perhaps 150 RJ diversion programs for youth 
operate nationwide.31 In vast swaths of the nation, RJ di-
version is entirely unavailable. Even where RJ diversion 
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programs do operate, many or most programs remain 
small, serving fewer than 25 youth per year. As a result, 
restorative justice diversion remains out of reach for the 
vast majority of youth nationwide who might benefit. 

How robustly do states support restorative justice 
diversion? As of 2020, 42 states and the District of Co-
lumbia had enacted 206 statutes to support the use of re-
storative justice for youth and to embed it in state law.32 
However, most of these laws were aspirational. They 
concentrated primarily on making restorative justice 
processes an option for system decisionmakers rather 
than ensuring their widespread use.33 Only a small num-
ber of states provide dedicated funding to support RJ di-
version programming for youth.34 

The Sentencing Project’s review of youth justice systems 
nationwide found just seven states that offer restorative 
justice diversion to youth on anything close to a state-
wide basis. 

●	 Colorado funded an ambitious restorative jus-
tice diversion pilot program from 2014-2020, 
and restorative justice diversion programs are 
operating in at least 15 judicial districts (as of 
September 2025).35 

●	 Connecticut has trained more than 2,000 staff 
and volunteers on restorative justice since 2020.36 
In 2025, the state issued new protocols that will 
make restorative justice a core element in diver-
sion programs statewide.37 

●	 Maine provided grants totaling more than $1 
million in 2024 to six restorative justice provider 
organizations providing restorative justice diver-
sion for youth.38

●	 Minnesota created a new Office of Restorative 
Practices in 2023,39 and it distributed $4 million 
per year in 2024 and 2025 for local RJ program-
ming.40 A statewide report on restorative justice 
programming found that RJ diversion programs 
served more than 900 youth statewide in fiscal 
years 2021 through 2024.41 

●	 Nebraska has provided funding for six region-
al restorative justice programs since 2018 as 
part of its statewide Victim Youth Conferencing 
program. In the first three years, half of the pro-
grams included programming for youth at the 
diversion stage.42 

●	 North Dakota’s state Supreme Court has fund-
ed a statewide restorative justice program since 
199943 that involves more than 200 accused 
youth per year in victim-centered restorative di-
version.44 

●	 Vermont, which has long given restorative jus-
tice a central place in its justice system,45 will 
begin for the first time in 2026 to provide funds 
specifically for pre-charge restorative justice di-
version programming – with $1.2 million allocat-
ed in year one to support diversion programs for 
youth and adults programs in 14 of the state’s 16 
counties.46

(See linked resource, “Noteworthy State Investments in 
Restorative Justice Diversion,” for more details about 
state support.) 

Limited restorative justice diversion opportunities 
for Black youth and other youth of color. Though 
nationwide data are unavailable on participation in RJ 
diversion by race, there is reason to believe that expand-
ing RJ diversion is particularly important for Black youth 
and other youth of color. Regarding the use of diversion 
generally, compelling evidence shows that Black youth 
are significantly less likely to be diverted than their white 
peers, even after controlling for their offending histories 
and other characteristics.47 These disparities in diversion 
play an important role in exacerbating racial disparities 
in youth incarceration.48 And in all seven of the states 
that provide substantial support for RJ diversion, Black 
youths’ share of the youth population is lower than the 
national average.49 Equal Justice USA, which coordinat-
ed a national network of RJ diversion programs before 
closing its doors in 2025 due to cuts from the Trump Ad-
ministration,50 argued that reducing the criminalization 
of Black, Indigenous and other youth of color should be 

“one of the primary goals” of RJ diversion.51

https://www.sentencingproject.org/app/uploads/2026/03/Noteworthy-State-Investments-in-Restorative-Justice-Diversion-for-Youth.pdf
https://www.sentencingproject.org/app/uploads/2026/03/Noteworthy-State-Investments-in-Restorative-Justice-Diversion-for-Youth.pdf
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The available research provides strong evidence that re-
storative justice diversion for youth yields better results 
than formal processing in juvenile courts. This evidence 
derives from two sources. First are studies directly track-
ing outcomes specifically among youth in restorative 
justice diversion programs. Second is the larger body 
of research on all types of diversion, which shows that 
steering youth away from the formal justice system leads 
to better youth development outcomes and lower recid-
ivism.

Restorative justice diversion programs for youth tend 
to lower recidivism. Fairly evaluating the impact of re-
storative justice diversion is difficult due to the risk of se-
lection bias – disproportionately focusing on those youth 
most likely to succeed. Nonetheless, a preponderance of 
evidence from an extensive body of research spanning 
several decades shows that diverting youth away from 
the justice system and into well-run restorative justice 
diversion programs can reduce the likelihood of future 
offending.52 

Controlled evaluations of victim offender mediation 
programs for youth in multiple jurisdictions across the 
United States have found that participants’ reoffense 
rate was roughly one-third lower than for comparable 
youth who did not participate, and that subsequent 
crimes were less severe.53 A 2016 meta-analysis involving 
21 outcome studies, most of them in the United States, 
found that diversionary restorative justice conferencing 
programs for youth “are generally effective at reducing 
juvenile recidivism.”54

A small share of studies on restorative justice diversion 
show no statistically significant difference, and a few 

studies actually show worse outcomes.55 This inconsis-
tency is predictable given that the success of restorative 
justice conferencing depends heavily on careful prepara-
tion of youth and persons harmed ahead of the confer-
ence and skillful mediation during the conference.56 His-
torically, the quality of RJ programs has been uneven.57 

Studies of several strong programs that are still operat-
ing today find that youth diverted to quality restorative 
justice programming are far less likely to reoffend than 
comparable youth sent to delinquency court. For in-
stance, a 2023 study in Hennepin County (Minneapolis), 
Minnesota, found that youth referred to RJ diversion – in-
cluding those who failed in diversion and those who suc-
ceeded – were only half as likely to be rearrested (18% vs. 
36%) as youth in a comparison group processed in juve-
nile court.58 A 2022 study of a restorative conferencing di-
version program in San Francisco found that participat-
ing youth – all of them accused of felony offenses – were 
44% less likely to be rearrested within six months than 
youth prosecuted in court.59 Strong evidence has also 
been documented for current RJ diversion programs in 
Los Angeles, Oakland, and Philadelphia.60 

Benefits of diversion generally. As The Sentencing 
Project documented in two recent reports,61 the evi-
dence is now overwhelming that youth who are divert-
ed from court are far more successful than comparable 
youth who get arrested and have cases filed in juvenile 
court. Diversion reduces subsequent justice system in-
volvement.62 In addition, diversion leads to far better 
education and career outcomes than arrests and formal 
processing in court.63 

PART TWO: 
WHAT DOES RESEARCH SAY ABOUT THE RESULTS 
OF RESTORATIVE JUSTICE DIVERSION?
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Added benefits of restorative justice diversion. Par-
ticipating in restorative justice offers important benefits 
beyond those offered by other diversion approaches. Re-
storative justice diversion participants have given it high 
ratings for fairness.64 Many studies show that higher per-
ceptions of fairness are linked to lower future offending.65 
Also, the experiences of meeting the persons they’ve 
harmed, issuing a genuine apology, and working with 
victims to craft a reparative response help youth in RJ 
diversion programs develop empathy and build psycho-
social maturity66 – which have been identified as critical 
factors in desisting from delinquency.67 

Indeed, studies generally find restorative justice diver-
sion programs achieve even better outcomes than other 
diversion alternatives. In New Mexico, for instance, youth 
participating in restorative justice diversion proved 36% 
less likely to recidivate than a comparison group partic-
ipating in a non-restorative diversion program.68 In Indi-
anapolis, youth randomly assigned to restorative justice 
diversion were 33% less likely to be arrested than youth 
assigned to other diversion programs.69 

NEW STUDY SHOWS POWERFUL SUCCESS OF RJ DIVERSION IN ST. PAUL

A new study finds that a restorative justice diversion initiative in Ramsey County, Minnesota (St. Paul), is 
sharply lowering recidivism and reducing disparities in the local youth justice system. 

Released in early 2026, the study evaluated the success of Ramsey County’s revamped community account-
ability program, a diversion alternative that now includes restorative justice. The authors found that among 
youth arrested on first-time assault charges, those who participated in restorative justice diversion were 
two-thirds less likely to recidivate than those whose cases were processed in juvenile court. Among youth 
facing more serious charges (felony or gross misdemeanor), RJ diversion participants were half as likely 
to recidivate. Also, thanks to the new RJ diversion track and other changes introduced as part of its “(Re)
Imagining Youth Justice” initiative in 2021, Ramsey County has increased the use of diversion for felony 
cases, and it has reduced racial disparities in the share of youth participating and succeeding in diversion. 

“[O]ur findings add to a growing evidence base that community-based restorative justice diversion... is one 
of the most effective options for responding to youth with legal system contact whose cases might other-
wise be processed through the traditional court system,” the study concludes. 

Source: Beckman, K. and Freese, R. (2026). (Re)Imagining justice for youth impact report. Center for Healthy Youth Development, 
University of Minnesota Medical School.

https://assets.ramseycountymn.gov/files/2026-02/RJY%20Comprehensive%20Report%202.2026.pdf
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A number of factors help explain why replication of re-
storative justice diversion has remained limited within 
U.S. youth justice systems. These factors include: low 
public awareness and support for either restorative 
justice or diversion in the general population;70 lack of 
dedicated funding for restorative justice diversion pro-
viders;71 lack of consistent case referrals from police and 
justice systems partners;72 difficulty sustaining a cadre 
of well-trained volunteer moderators, upon which many 
programs rely;73 and skepticism on the part of judges, 
prosecutors, and other members of the legal profes-
sion.74 

Arguably the biggest barrier to wholesale expansion of 
restorative justice diversion, however, is a media and 
political environment that often fuels perceptions that 
restorative justice and diversion in general are soft re-
sponses to delinquent conduct75 that fail to hold youth 
accountable or to deter continued lawbreaking.76 

Restorative justice “is often portrayed negatively in the 
media, seen as a soft option and a means for those in 
power to avoid punitive measures,” argued researcher 
Lauren Boos and Sociologist James Tuttle, both at the 
University of Montana, in 2024.77 Echoing similar con-
cerns from other scholars,78 the authors lamented that 
the heavy focus on crime and violence in American me-
dia “inflates public fear, generates support for punitive 
policies, and allows politicians to benefit from using fear 
of crime as a political platform.”79 

A. What is accountability? 

In American discussions of juvenile and criminal justice, 
the term “accountability” is often conflated with punish-
ment.80 Yet, an overemphasis on punishment can under-

mine the imposition of meaningful accountability. True 
accountability is not about punishing young people for 
their misconduct but rather about enabling youth to take 
responsibility for their behavior, make genuine apolo-
gies, repair the harms they have caused, and take steps 
to get on track and avoid victimizing others. All of these 
elements of accountability are far stronger in restorative 
justice diversion than in the formal court system. 

“[A]ccountability practices in juvenile justice should be 
designed specifically for juvenile justice… and should be 
designed to promote healthy social learning, moral de-
velopment, and legal socialization during adolescence,” 
the National Academy of Sciences has written. Further-
more, the National Academy argued, harsh interven-
tions and negative interactions with justice system offi-
cials can “undermine respect for the law” among young 
people and “reinforce a deviant identity and social dis-
affection.”81

Danielle Sered, a leader in the U.S. restorative justice 
movement, explains that “Being punished only requires 
that people sustain the suffering imposed upon them 
for their transgression. It is passive… It requires neither 
agency nor dignity, nor does it require work.”82 By con-
trast, Sered says, accountability requires action from 
those who have committed offenses. Specifically, Sered 
argues that accountability requires those who have 
caused harm to acknowledge responsibility for their 
actions and their impact on others; express genuine 
remorse; take actions to repair the harm to the degree 
possible; and desist from causing similar harm in the fu-
ture.83

These steps toward accountability are especially import-
ant for youth. Adolescent lawbreaking is closely linked 

PART THREE: 
WHAT ARE RESTORATIVE JUSTICE'S ADVANTAGES 
OVER COURTS REGARDING ACCOUNTABILITY?
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to emotional (or psychosocial) maturity – the abilities 
to control impulses, delay gratification, resist peer pres-
sure and – most importantly – consider the impact of 
one’s behavior on others.84 Restorative justice approach-
es meet youths’ developmental needs by allowing them 
to hear directly from victims, as well as their own fam-
ily members and other caring adults in the community, 
about the harm their behavior caused. RJ approaches 
also give youth opportunities to “take accountability 
while also practicing empathy.”85

B. Absence of accountability in juvenile courts

The conventional process followed in juvenile courts na-
tionwide is poorly configured to deliver any of the core 
elements of accountability detailed above. 

●	 Acknowledging responsibility. Youth who go 
through the formal court process are seldom 
required to acknowledge responsibility for their 
actions. Rather, most cases are resolved prior to 
court through plea agreements between prose-
cutors and defense attorneys. Youth rarely par-
ticipate in the process in any meaningful way.86 

●	 Acknowledging the harms of their behavior. Be-
cause victims play only a tangential role in the 
process, youth in the court process are seldom 
asked to grapple with the impact of their misbe-
havior on those harmed by their offenses, or on 
their parents, families, and communities.

●	 Expressing genuine remorse. The court process 
rarely offers opportunity or support for youth to 
make meaningful apologies to those they have 
harmed. 

●	 Repairing harms. Neither probation supervision 
nor placement into a residential facility typically 
involve youth in repairing the harms they have 
caused. Probation supervision requires young 
people to comply with an often long list of rules 
and conditions and to participate in required 
activities.87 Youth on probation may be ordered 
to pay restitution, but compliance with those or-
ders is typically low.88 Youth sent to residential 

placement are rarely assigned to complete any 
action to repair the harms of their offenses – only 
to endure their period of confinement.89 

●	 Reducing recidivism: While probation and resi-
dential confinement facilities both seek to mini-
mize reoffending, overwhelming research shows 
that neither is effective. Research on juvenile 
probation supervision shows that it is less effec-
tive than diversion in reducing the likelihood of 
reoffending,90 and probation is no more effective 
than other community sanctions such as fines or 
community services.91 Research on juvenile con-
finement shows that, despite exorbitant costs of 
confinement, incarceration during adolescence 
actually undermines young people’s future suc-
cess and well-being, and it increases their likeli-
hood of recidivism.92 

Juvenile courts and corrections systems are poorly 
aligned with recent findings about adolescent brain de-
velopment and behavior. Juvenile court hearings typ-
ically follow complex rules and employ confusing legal 
terminology.93 This complexity can feel demeaning for 
young people, and it can violate their sense of proce-
dural fairness and therefore increase their odds of reof-
fending.94 Slow court processes often leave a long time 
gap between the date of the offense and any tangible 
response in the young person’s life.95 This gap can “lim-
it an adolescent’s ability to connect consequences with 
[their] initial behavior”96 and increase their likelihood of 
reoffense.97 Juvenile probation, the most common out-
come for delinquency court cases, contradicts many of 
the principle lessons of adolescent behavior and brain 
research with its heavy emphasis on rule compliance.98

Appropriately, many youth formally processed in juve-
nile court do not face additional consequences. Only 
about half of all delinquency cases referred to juvenile 
courts nationwide each year are adjudicated delinquent 
(the equivalent of being found guilty in criminal court).99 
More than half of the remaining cases are dismissed 
without any official disposition or sanction.100 These fig-
ures reflect the reality that many delinquency cases in-
volve only minor misconduct,101 which judges and other 
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court officials understand can be best addressed outside 
the court system. 

C. Restorative justice diversion provides more 
developmentally appropriate accountabili-
ty for youth 

In a 2024 research brief, the Council of State Govern-
ments concluded that “Restorative justice practices that 
involve direct victim engagement or mediation… are 
more effective at ‘holding youth accountable’ than pu-
nitive approaches, such as a long list of probation con-
ditions, detention, or electronic monitoring, that don’t 
provide any proven benefits for public safety, youth 
outcomes, or victims.”102 Specifically, restorative justice 
diversion offers several advantages over the standard 
process employed by juvenile courts:

●	 High likelihood of a meaningful consequence. 
The large majority of youth who enroll in re-
storative justice diversion programs participate 
in a restorative conference where they forge an 
agreement to repair the harms of their offense 
and complete other activities to help them avoid 
reoffending. In Nebraska, for instance, 677 of 871 
youth (78%) referred for restorative justice di-
version from 2018 to 2021 participated in a con-
ference, and virtually all of them (99%) forged a 
restorative agreement.103

●	 Community involvement and support. Communi-
ty members can play an important role in restor-
ative diversion, often mentoring youth after the 
conference and supporting them to complete 
their restorative agreements. A study by crimi-
nologist Nancy Rodriguez, professor at the Uni-
versity of California, Irvine, concluded that, as a 
result, youth “realize the harm produced by their 
crime and also recognize they are part of a larg-
er community that seeks to identify the services 
and treatment they need to cease criminal activ-
ity.”104

●	 Opportunities to meet their victims and make 
things right. In a 2011 study examining a restor-
ative justice diversion program in the Midwest, 
scholars found that the experience of meeting 
their victims had a positive and profound im-
pact: “[T]he youths were able to construct a new 
meaning of their crimes after hearing the victims’ 
reality, which helped them develop a sense of 
empathy for their victims.”105 Youth participating 
in restorative justice diversion also benefit from 
the opportunity to make genuine and meaning-
ful apologies to their victims: in one study, youth 
in restorative justice programs were three times 
as likely to apologize to their victims than youth 
in court, and victims were twice as likely to for-
give the youth.106 

●	 Far greater compliance with restitution and com-
munity service. Reflecting the greater emotional 
salience that restorative justice diversion holds 
for youth,107 those who participate in restorative 
justice programs complete restitution and com-
munity service at far higher rates than youth or-
dered to do so by courts. In one California evalu-
ation, youth in restorative justice diversion paid 
more restitution than youth charged in court in 
all six counties studied.108 Another California re-
storative justice diversion program evaluated in 
2018 found that youth restorative justice diver-
sion paid 74% of their required restitution, ver-
sus just 6% for youth required to pay restitution 
by the juvenile court.109

●	 Stronger sense of procedural justice. Youth who 
participate in restorative justice conferencing 
give it high ratings for fairness. Evaluation stud-
ies consistently find that perceptions of fairness 
are substantially higher in restorative justice 
programs than in juvenile courts.110 
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IN THEIR OWN WORDS: 
Youth talk about restorative justice diversion

“[The restorative conference] kind of gave me good punishment … 
being able to converse with victims and seeing their point of view, 
because that really changes your perspective… it makes you feel 
bad, but then makes you want to help repairs [sic] and it just makes 
you feel good.”

‘‘Instead of just sitting there and talking, yelling at us and alright 
that was our punishment [in court]… [the restorative conference] 
shows you what was wrong with what you did… You just didn’t 
take your punishment, you learned from it.’’ 

         – Two youths who vandalized a neighboring family’s mailbox 

Source for both quotes: Choi, J., Green, D., & Gilbert, M. (2011). Putting a human 
face on crimes: A qualitative study on restorative justice processes for youths. 
Child and Adolescent Social Work Journal 28(5), 335-355. 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10560-011-0238-9
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10560-011-0238-9
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In addition to its many benefits for youth, public safety, 
and accountability, restorative justice diversion is also a 
superior approach for the victims of adolescents’ crimes. 

Victim Satisfaction. Research consistently finds that 
victims participating in restorative justice conferencing 
report far higher rates of satisfaction and far higher per-
ceptions of fairness than victims in conventional courts 
processes.111 A 2017 meta-analysis of research on restor-
ative justice programs for youth found that: “Victims 
have improved perceptions of fairness, greater satisfac-
tion, improved attitudes toward the juvenile offender, 
are more willing to forgive the offender, and are more 
likely to feel that the outcome was just than victims of 
youth processed by the traditional juvenile justice sys-
tem.”112 

Studies of current programs further highlight the high 
degree of victim satisfaction routinely achieved by re-
storative justice diversion programs. At Centinela Youth 
Services in Los Angeles, 97% of victims surveyed after 
participating in restorative justice diversion rated the 
program as either excellent or good.113 In the Communi-
ty Works West RJ diversion program in Oakland, Califor-
nia, 97% of victims rated the conferencing process as fair, 
and 94% called it meaningful.114 

Giving Victims What They Really Want and Need. Con-
trary to the popular perception that victims are motivat-
ed primarily by desire for harsh punishments, victims 
report that they care far less about punishments115 than 
about how they themselves are treated in the justice 
process.116 Specifically, research finds that victims’ pri-
mary concerns are:117 

●	 Information about developments in their cases. 
Victims whose cases go to court often express 
frustration at the failure of criminal justice au-
thorities to provide information about their cas-
es.118

●	 Meaningful participation in their cases. “The 
chance to be heard at all is usually the crucial 
aspect for victims in achieving a sense of satis-
faction with the justice system,“ found one study, 
and participating in restorative conferencing 
allows victims “to feel in control, well informed 
and empowered as a relevant party when deci-
sions [are] being made regarding their case.”119

●	 Emotional restoration and healing, ideally 
through a genuine apology from the young per-
son who committed the offense.120 

●	 Material reparation for any lost or damaged 
property, ideally from the person who caused 
the harm, rather than from the state.121

●	 Reducing the likelihood of reoffense. Many vic-
tims’ primary motivation in the justice process is 
to minimize the likelihood that the person who 
victimized them will harm others in the future.122

Improving Victims’ Mental Health and Well-Being. Re-
storative justice conferencing has been shown in multi-
ple studies to improve victims’ mental health and emo-
tional well-being. Several evaluations show that after 
participating in restorative justice mediation programs, 
victims are far less likely than victims whose cases went 
to court to feel angry or fear being revictimized by the 
young person who harmed them (see Figure below).123 

PART FOUR: 
WHAT IS BEST FOR VICTIMS?
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A 2023 review of research on the psychological impact 
of restorative justice found that participating in restor-
ative justice led to significant reductions in symptoms 
of post-traumatic stress disorder as well as decreases in 
negative emotions such as fear, anger, guilt, anxiety, and 
distress.124 Victims who participated in restorative justice 
also had less desire for revenge against their assailants, 
and a greater sense of security and empowerment.125

Summing up the research on victims’ positive experi-
ences in youth restorative justice conferencing cases, a 
team of scholars led by Mark Umbreit, a professor of so-
cial work at the University of Minnesota, reported that 

“Across multiple sites and cultures, among many differ-
ent kinds of victims, on the whole, victims who choose 
to participate in [restorative justice conferencing] walk 
away quite satisfied with the process and the results of 
their encounter with the criminal justice system.”126 
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Source: Adapted from Poulson, B. (2003). A third voice: A review of empirical research on the psychological outcomes of restorative justice. Utah 
Law Review, 167–204.
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On one metric after another, the evidence all points in the 
same direction: restorative justice diversion is a far more 
promising approach than formal processing in juvenile 
courts. Restorative justice diversion reduces youth reof-
fending. It improves educational outcomes for youth. It 
does a better job than the courts of boosting both the 
satisfaction and well-being of those harmed by youth of-
fending. Most importantly, RJ diversion does much more 
than the courts to impose meaningful accountability for 
youth misconduct. 

State legislatures, courts, prosecutors, and probation 
agencies – as well as philanthropies, human service 
agencies, and civic organizations – should prioritize 
broadening RJ diversion eligibility criteria and make 
substantial investments to expand the use of restorative 
justice diversion. All stakeholders should work together 
to make RJ diversion a commonplace approach to ad-
dressing adolescent lawbreaking, especially for Black 
youth and other youth of color. Specifically:

●	 States should emulate pioneers like Colorado, 
Connecticut, Maine, Minnesota, Nebraska, North 
Dakota, and Vermont that have provided direct 
funding to develop and support restorative jus-
tice diversion programs in local jurisdictions. 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

●	 Local justice systems (including courts, pros-
ecutors, and probation agencies) should priori-
tize restorative justice diversion by expanding el-
igibility to include youth accused of serious and 
repeat offenses, increase youth referrals sub-
stantially – especially for Black youth and other 
youth of color – to RJ diversion programs, and 
ensure that RJ diversion programs have reliable 
and adequate funding. 

●	 Community organizations and their partners 
in philanthropy and local government should 
build capacity and provide ongoing support 
that enables local providers to offer effective 
restorative justice programming for youth as an 
alternative to formal involvement in the justice 
system.

Together, these investments and reforms to expand the 
use of restorative justice diversion can improve out-
comes and bring real accountability to youth justice sys-
tems nationwide. 
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