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Abstract
In Santa Barbara County, the Youth Empowerment Services (YES) Program brought
together several government and community‐based organizations, as well as a
university‐based evaluation team, to provide pre‐adjudication diversion to youth ages
12 to 17. The primary goals of this program were to reduce the number of misde-
meanor arrests and reoffending rates in the county's juvenile justice system, and to
support the strengths and needs of youth in a trauma‐informed and culturally sen-
sitive manner. This first‐person account article shares the experiences of a community‐
university partnership with the implementation of this program. A history of col-
laboration, flexibility in the face of a global pandemic, and clinically useful evaluation
tools supported the program during its initial external funding period and its con-
tinued success with a sustainable infrastructure and internal funding.
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Key Highlights
• Regular team meetings and communication support proactive problem‐solving
and accurate reporting.

• Collaborative development of clinically useful assessments eases the evaluation
process.

• Evaluation should use data from multiple sources and include testimonials
from staff and clients.

IMPLEMENTATION OF PROGRAM:
A FIRST ‐PERSON ACCOUNT

Diversion programs offer youth with an alternative to for-
mal processing in the legal system. Since the 1970s, the
Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention has
funded the creation of diversion programs across the United
States. These programs generally aim to reduce re‐
offending, provide support services to youth and families,
reduce system costs by investing in community‐based ser-
vices rather than incarceration, and deliver a proportionate
response to public safety threats (Models for Change

Juvenile Diversion Workgroup, 2011). A comprehensive
review of the literature and expert consultation indicated
that no singular program serves as an exemplar, given the
numerous points for diversion within the legal system and
jurisdiction‐specific factors, such as state laws, agency poli-
cies and practices, and availability of community‐based
services (Models for Change Juvenile Diversion Work-
group, 2011). Building on the guidelines and helpful case
studies provided by the Models for Change Juvenile
Diversion Workgroup, this paper offers first‐person ac-
counts about the context, planning, and implementation
process of a pre‐adjudication diversion program for youth.
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PROGRAM CONTEXT

This diversion program was developed and implemented
by the Santa Barbara County Probation Department
(Probation), the Santa Barbara Council on Alcoholism
and Drug Abuse (CADA), and Dr. Sharkey's research
team at the University of California Santa Barbara
(UCSB). In this county, Probation has a reputation for
responsivity to innovations in their field and developing
programs to support youth at all levels of need. CADA is
a non‐profit organization with a long history of providing
drug/alcohol counseling and family support to youth in
the county. Over time, they have evolved to focus ex-
clusively on evidence‐based programming with rigorous
evaluation to address the case management, substance
use, mental health, and prosocial engagement of youth.
Dr. Sharkey and her graduate students have developed
strong collaborative relationships with schools, youth‐
serving institutions, and community‐based organizations
to improve the care of vulnerable youth and families.

Santa Barbara County is located along the southern
central coast California, populated by two dominant racial/
ethnic groups. Of youth ages 0–17, 65% are Hispanic and
27% are White (California Department of Finance, 2018).
Geographic desirability has driven a high cost of living and
an economy built on low‐wage sectors related to agricul-
ture, tourism, and service. This has created three regions of
the county, with a range of social‐economic status and
associated racial/ethnic disparities for youth and their
families. In North County, the majority of parents are
monolingual Spanish speakers and work in its large agri-
cultural industry. North County also has an indigenous
community with parents who speak various Mixtec dia-
lects. Mid County has a prison and a military base, with
fewer resources than other parts of the county to meet the
significant needs of its youth. South County is a tourism
hub, where much of the county's wealth is concentrated.
Youth in South County represent a wide range of social‐
economic backgrounds, from very wealthy families to low‐
income families living in high‐density neighborhoods.

The Youth Empowerment Services (YES)
Program

Driven by these contextual factors, a community‐
university partnership developed the Youth Empower-
ment Services (YES) diversion program. The YES pro-
gram, supported from May 2020 to February 2023 by
California Board of State and Community Corrections
(BSCC), provided pre‐adjudication diversion to youth
ages 12 to 17. The program expanded CADA services
across the county at no cost to families, building upon
services already offered in North and South County and
establishing services in Mid County. The program had
three key goals: (1) reduce the number of youth referred
to/under probation supervision for misdemeanor offenses

and reduce racial/ethnic disparities in the county's legal
system; (2) prevent youth reoffending; (3) reduce risk
factors and improve protective factors for legal system
involvement by increasing youth connection to services.

Probation officers, law enforcement officials, and
school personnel referred youth to YES for a qualifying
infraction, misdemeanor, status offense, or education code
violation, such as various drug/alcohol, assault/battery,
vandalism, theft, and other offenses. An advisory group
for the grant proposal (made up of representatives from
probation, law enforcement, CADA, and the university),
extensively deliberated on the selection of qualifying
offenses. Qualifying infractions were approved by con-
sensus prior to implementation. Care was taken to ensure
the eligible offenses didn't cause net widening (engaging
individuals with the system who otherwise would not have
any contact; e.g., truancy, minor substance use violations)
or risk community harm (e.g., felony assault). Once re-
ferred to a CADA case manager, Probation did not retain
records on a youth and participation was voluntary. If
youth did not enroll or disengaged from services, they
were not referred back to Probation.

When a CADA case manager received a referral, they
scheduled an orientation and intake interview with the
youth and their family. Once a family decided to par-
ticipate, the youth and caregiver each completed a
screener tool to assess for mental health symptoms,
substance use, trauma, and psychosocial strengths/needs
in lieu of a traditional risk‐needs assessment. Program
partners collaborated on a review of clinical data and
iterative quality improvement processes to develop cul-
turally responsive risk thresholds for components of the
screener, to appropriately match youth with interven-
tions. The case manager used screening data to identify
areas that needed further assessment and to develop an
individualized service plan, referred to as a Restorative
Action Plan (RAP). RAPs were designed to be sup-
portive and achievable— addressing the needs that led to
referral and strengthening the youth's protective factors.
RAPs had specific, time‐limited objectives that the youth
and family agreed to work toward. Most plans could be
completed within three to six months and could be
modified with new information. RAPs incorporated
evidence‐based interventions such as OneCircle's group
counseling (One Circle Foundation, n.d.), Aggression
Replacement Training® (Glick & Gibbs, 2010), and
classes on conflict resolution, alcohol/drug education or
peer relationships. When responses on the screener tool
or intake interview indicated more severe substance use
or mental health challenges, CADA substance use dis-
order (SUD) or mental health treatment counselors
would conduct further assessment and contribute to the
RAP. These treatment plans included evidence‐based
interventions, such as Seeking Safety® (Najavits, 2003)
and Motivational Enhancement Therapy/Cognitive
Behavioral Therapy in individual and group sessions. To
successfully complete the program, youth had to attend
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the majority of scheduled intervention sessions and make
meaningful clinical progress as dictated in their RAP.

Outcomes of the Youth Empowerment Services
(YES) Program

From 2019 to 2023 (the year prior to the program and
the year after the program's conclusion), Probation's
ongoing data collection efforts indicated no net widening
effect: alongside other reform efforts and the COVID‐19
pandemic, there was a 44% reduction in youth misde-
meanor referrals and an 18% reduction in the number of
youth under probation supervision (California Depart-
ment of Justice, 2024). Over the course of the program,
635 youth were referred for diversion services. The
majority of referred youth were male (67%), Hispanic/
Latino (61%), and between the ages of 13 and 17 (93%),
with a mean age at entry of about 15. Probation was the
primary referral agency, providing 69% of referrals.
Nearly two‐thirds of referred youth enrolled in the pro-
gram. The rate of Latino participants (61%) was similar
to the rate of Latino youth in the county (65%). Rates of
engagement (82% Latino, 74% Non‐Latino) and suc-
cessful completion (81% Latino, 82% Non‐Latino) did
not significantly differ by race/ethnicity. Common areas
of need for intervention were related to mental health,
substance use, and peer support. To account for youth
with enough time to complete their RAP, the rate of
completion was evaluated for youth referred between
May 2020 and August 2022: 81% of these enrolled youth
successfully completed the program. For youth who had
exited services at least a year prior to the end of the
evaluation period, very few (3%) received a sustained
petition within a year of discharge. For youth who
completed the assessment at entry and exit, there were
significant reductions in youth report of risk‐taking
behaviors and mental health distress symptoms, signifi-
cant improvements in select protective factors, and
meaningful reductions in reported substance use
(CADA, 2026; for detailed reporting of evaluation
methods and results, see Sharkey & Pollard, 2023).

THEORETICAL ORIENTATION
AND PARTNER NARRATIVE
METHODS

The first‐person accounts gathered for this article repre-
sent the perspectives of the interagency team that im-
plemented the program. The interagency team included
(a) the administrative leadership of CADA; (b) the
CADA case managers who provided services to enrolled
youth and families; (c) the administrative leadership of
Probation; and (d) Dr. Sharkey's evaluation team. The
evaluation team worked with representatives from each

key group to compile their reflections. Reflections were
framed by a systems change orientation that acknowl-
edges the critical role of youth‐serving agencies, staff,
and programs in youth development (Foster‐Fishman &
Behrens, 2007). Accordingly, the research team deve-
loped questions for partners to help them frame their
narratives on how the partnership impacted their agen-
cies and what supported the healthy development of
participating youth and families. Partners had the option
to integrate their reflections into one written piece
themselves or to have the evaluation team interview them
with a set of open‐ended questions relevant for their
positionality on the team. If a group chose to be inter-
viewed, the transcript was collaboratively edited for
readability and clarity. All authors provided a final
review of their account.

PARTNER NARRATIVE ‐ CADA
LEADERSHIP (Michel le Kerwood)

CADA has had diversion programs for a long time,
such as Teen Court (Gase et al., 2016). Historically, we
had partnered with school districts, probation, and the
sheriff's department to offer these programs. More
recently, Teen Court was reduced in size and impact
because it was still a more punitive way of looking at
diversion. When Probation brought this idea for a
different diversion program to CADA with this grant,
it was exciting. Instead of giving a consequence for
what had occurred, we'd be looking at the underlying
issues and determining services based on the need
rather than on the violation that had occurred. The
YES program model breathed fresh air, fresh life into
our diversion programming.

The program model came out of our existing, strong
relationship with Probation. We do a lot of program-
ming for youth who are under formal probation super-
vision in our treatment centers, so working together on
this program was a natural step. Probation set an outline
of how the program would fit with their existing pro-
gramming, and our grant writer was able to show what
CADA could bring. We were well placed for the program
because families didn't have to be referred out for ser-
vices after completing the intake screener and interven-
tion planning with a case manager. The majority of
services happened at CADA, through our substance use
treatment/mental health service teams or case managers
delivering interventions. Dr. Sharkey's team worked with
us on developing the screeners and the evaluation plan,
so we could figure out if what we were doing was
working. The initial planning meeting took a lot of time,
but it was successful because everyone worked together.

Other partners weren't as involved until after we had
the grant, though we did have letters of support from
school districts and law enforcement. The schools weren't
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partners in planning, but they were definitely partners in
providing the referrals and helping us to engage the kids
once they were referred. Some schools were on board and
put it into their school discipline plan. Those were the
ones that it was really successful for. Some districts
adopted it, but then specific schools didn't really buy into
it as much—which was definitely a challenge. Law en-
forcement was also supposed to be a partner in providing
referrals, but that never really happened, even though we
did outreach at police department meetings. We deve-
loped some good relationships with their administrators,
but it didn't translate down to the officers who were
writing up the actual violations. Along with those reali-
ties, the beginnings of the COVID lockdown meant that
we did not receive as many referrals from the schools and
law enforcement as we thought we would. We had a
launch date of May 2020, and the world closed down in
late March/early April. The kids weren't in school for the
end of that school year and the next school year, so there
were no eyes on the kids to identify needs.

Nurturing relationships with the groups that weren't
necessarily listed as partners was also important. For
example, we were getting tons of referrals in North
County for kids who were driving without a license. Our
case managers found out that the California Highway
Patrol offers a Smart Start driving class. For kids who
didn't have any flags for needing additional interventions
based on the screener, we would offer this class through
the CHP. They could successfully complete the pro-
gram once they'd done that class—for someone coming
in for driving without a license without any other needs,
that's great. For someone with the same violation, but
they share their trauma history, depression, and sub-
stance use challenges on the screener, we could then offer
much more than that class and give them what they
really need.

The screening tool was essential for running the
program. I dislike it very much when we're just doing a
survey to do a survey for the evaluation. In this program,
we were able to have a survey that was an integral part of
the program because we could look at the results in
real time after the youth and caregiver completed it
during the intake and use it as a pre/post measure of
change for the evaluation. We could say, “Hey, from
what you, the kid, and you, the parent, said on your
surveys, it looks like you would really benefit from this
intervention.” It's more impactful for the family, and it
also gave us an idea of what was needed without having
to do a full assessment of their history and needs. It
wasn't always perfectly accurate, but it gave us a starting
point. For example, there were some cut points for dif-
ferent areas on the screener that we changed over the
course of the program. At the beginning, many youth
were getting suggested for a particular intervention based
on the screener but further conversation with the case
managers and treatment staff indicated that they didn't
need that level of service.

We also used a tiered intervention planning approach
with the results from the screener. If youth met criteria
for substance abuse counseling or mental health coun-
seling, then we put them in that service and pulled the
other recommended interventions into that counseling.
For example, a youth might have a trauma history, issues
with social support, and substance use challenges. We
would let their substance use counselor know that they'd
benefit from having Seeking Safety® as part of their
counseling. This way, the counselor could put those
things on their treatment plan, instead of saying you have
to do substance use counseling and you have to attend a
Seeking Safety® with someone else. Sometimes, if you
give a kid too many things, they won't do any of them.

Because of the utility of the screener, the evaluation
flowed really well. When we started this program, we
were clear about what to do at intake, 3‐month follow‐
up, and discharge. The evaluation wasn't difficult like I've
found in other projects because it wasn't about gathering
information beyond what we had to do for the program.
I appreciated that it didn't take a lot of extra work from
the case managers, though it did take work from the
university evaluation team and myself to really go
through the data for the grant reports. With the report-
ing, I frequently felt that the BSCC reports didn't reflect
the work that we were doing. They were clunky in a way
that didn't show the value of the program. Sometimes we
looked bad because we were part way through and hadn't
reached the goals yet. However, when BSCC came for a
site visit, it felt very different in that they saw us as doing
a great job. UNIVERSITY reports at the midpoint and
end of the program were more meaningful and valuable.
Those reports were what I shared amongst our agency
and our partners to say, “Look at this program; this is
what it's doing and it's really good.”

Our quarterly team meetings with all of the grant
partners, even when it didn't feel like we had a lot to talk
about, were really valuable. They helped connect us,
especially when we were working from home a lot of the
time. It helped everyone understand each other, the scope
of what we were doing and the whole grant process—
from the direct work with families to the fiscal require-
ments. Those were meetings that always felt important
and uplifting, even when there were challenges to work
through like making changes to service delivery based on
our clinical judgment. CADA also had internal meetings
to exchange ideas based on what had worked in one
region of the county or another. These internal and ex-
ternal partnerships were really important for the success
of the program.

The biggest change from creating the program to
making it happen during COVID‐19 was switching over
to fully telehealth and then switching back to in‐person.
We had a lot of conversations about doing intakes on
Zoom and how to get materials to kids, like dropping the
papers that they needed for an intervention at their
house, along with a care package. We also had to help
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the parents and the kids figure out what Zoom was to
make sure that they had the computers or iPads that the
school was giving out, so they could participate. We
shared resources to help our clients get low‐cost internet
or connect them to other organizations like Boys/Girls
Club, which would allow the kids to come in and do their
schooling and programming from there. Another one of
the things that we changed pretty quickly was the
incentives. We had planned incentives like field trips and
family barbecues for those who successfully completed
the program—that changed to gift cards that we would
mail or drop at their homes. The kids really liked it, so
we ended up sticking with it throughout the program. It
was also fun because everybody could receive it, not just
the families who happened to be able to attend on
the day that the trip or barbecue was scheduled.

I feel like the main success of the program was the
relationships between the case managers and the families.
When you look through those feedback surveys, by and
far they say that's what was most impactful. I think that
keeping caseloads relatively small was what made this
program possible. The success of the program in terms of
its goals/objectives and having services free during the
grant period has launched us into having a truly sus-
tainable program. School districts are now partnering
with us directly for services. Probation has also contin-
ued it because we've been able to divert so many youth
from the juvenile justice system and handle referrals that
don't meet the criteria for their services. They are taking
a portion of their funds to continue to support the pro-
gram, at a lower level than during the grant—only cov-
ering services for the referrals that come from them. By
and large, it's one of those programs that I love because
everybody really has positive things to say about it.

PARTNER NARRATIVE ‐ CADA
CASE MANAGERS (Esteban Medina ‐
Galvan, Andrea Fernandez ‐Contreras,
Ruby Celio)

Esteban started way back at the beginning, while Andrea
and Ruby started in summer 2022—taking over previous
case managers' caseloads and focusing on the newer cli-
ents that were coming in. When it got started, COVID
was a big thing that hit a month or two after the program
began. We had to all work as a team to adjust the intake
process, the classes, and the groups that were all made to
be in person. We preferred doing intakes and services in
person, because it was easier to read their body language,
and over Zoom, you wouldn't be able to tell how they
reacted to a sensitive question. In person, we could rec-
ognize when somebody felt a certain way about a ques-
tion because they would lean back, get pensive, or move
back and forth. Sometimes, they would have their cam-
eras off, so it would be even harder to connect. Technical
difficulties happen all the time, but it was frustrating

when we would have to wait for it to reconnect or have to
reschedule.

We handled intakes, which were supposed to take
an hour or an hour and 15min. There were times when
the youth would like to talk about what's going on, and
the assessment brought out a lot of different emotions
and past traumas. During the intakes, a lot of parents
would pour their hearts out, and we would offer the
parent support group. That program is six sessions, but
we know that some parents keep coming back. They
really wanted that love, that support, that connection
with the facilitator and other parents. We think talking
to both the youth and the parents gave us a better per-
spective of what was going on. This helped us determine
what was best for the youth, like if they needed mental
health or substance use treatment. Communicating with
them in this way was very helpful. After the intake, we
would either connect them with more intensive treatment
or lead classes and groups ourselves.

In the first year of the program, case managers would
send the referrals straight to the treatment supervisors
and try to give as much information as we had so they
would already have a perspective on the type of client
they'd be getting. Later on in the program, the front desk
staff would set up the appointments for them as soon as
they finished the intake, getting them scheduled in that
same day. We would have bi‐weekly check‐ins with cli-
ents just to see how the service was going, how treatment
was going, how they're liking it. We found these check‐
ins helped us connect with youth a lot more because it
kept them on their toes and kept them thinking “Right, I
have to do this—I have this service.”

For the education classes, Esteban did a really good
job getting kids started as soon as possible, so they didn't
have to wait for the next rotation. If there were four
sessions, and a group of kids were already on the second
one, Esteban would get the new kid in right there and
then. He would catch them up separately on the first
session so they could hop right in. It was great to get
them in fast—if we got them in a few weeks later, they
might no longer want to do it. For the groups that we
ran, honestly, it was a lot of fun. We'd give them the
chance to talk about whatever they wanted. The curric-
ulum would have different topics, but we would also
open it up to them so they could suggest things that they
wanted a little more education or help on.

Sometimes the topic didn't relate to some of them, so
we would focus on something else. For example, Andrea
found it unfair to include the topic on mother–daughter
relationships when some of the individuals did not have a
mother figure in their lives. In that case, she would make
it more neutral—focusing on the person that they were
really close to or the person that took care of them the
most. Or she found that two topics could be put into one,
like relationships and dating violence. With Esteban,
some of the kids were gang involved, and they always
wanted him to talk about his own experiences and
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opinions from being involved in stuff like that in his past.
He was open to talking about that, so he could give them
pointers on what it really meant to be involved in gangs,
and he thinks it gave them a better perspective, helped
them get out of it. That is what worked for us—adjusting
and focusing on what they wanted to talk about. As long
as they talked, that was good.

As a team of case managers, we were really commu-
nicative with each other. The more experienced case
managers would train newer people as they came on.
Most of the time, it would be Esteban and Andrea
talking with each other about how clients were doing
across the groups and/or classes they ran, since they were
serving North/Mid County. Sometimes Ruby, who
worked in South County, would have a question, and
then we'd all communicate. When mental health or
substance treatment services were in the RAP, we didn't
provide any other services because those treatments were
very intensive. The clients would meet two or three times
a week with the treatment counselor, depending on the
severity of the issues. In those cases, we would keep up
with the treatment counselors and send email check‐ins
to get updates from the youth and their counselor to see
if they were showing up and how they were doing. The
warm handoff to other services and constant check‐ins
were a very good part of the program.

We only worked with Probation on the referrals. Two
of the main challenges, especially at the beginning, were
the delay in receiving the referral and inconsistencies in the
referral information (e.g., violation code, family contact
information). Over time, referrals started coming in much
quicker and more accurately. We would meet as needed to
work out data issues, as well as every quarter with the
whole team to check‐in and discuss the reports. We found
the data reports to be quite accurate; sometimes the clients
would complete their services and wouldn't come back for
their exit assessment. This was difficult because we knew
we needed that data. Most of the time, there would be a
change from the start of the program to the end, but there
were times when there was no change—like when the
youth came in for a small offense. Mostly, we noticed that
during the COVID lockdowns, the success rate wasn't as
high as when it was in‐person.

Beyond the data, we saw the impact with youth and
caregivers in being able to communicate better. Youth
were better able to communicate their feelings and
emotions, whether they were boys or girls. Our check‐ins
were a huge help in helping them open up to their parents
and understand that communication can make things
easier. The families were also able to communicate bet-
ter, and they were able to come in if they had a worry.
Let's say they caught their child with a vape, they would
come in right away and ask, “Can they get tested? What
kind of stuff are they using?”, “Can you help me out?”,
or “What do I do?” It was good for the parents to know
that they had a safe place, where they could come in
whenever they need to.

PARTNER NARRATIVE ‐
PROBATION LEADERSHIP (Erin
Cross, Karyn Mil l igan)

The need for true diversion has always been something
on our radar. In 2017, we did a data dive internally as a
department and saw that we had youth on probation for
lower‐level offenses whose needs could be addressed
through lower levels of intervention. We moved from a
“Why diversion?” mindset to asking ourselves “Why
would we not divert this case?” This data dive shined the
light on all available options for diversion and the
opportunity to access additional options moving for-
ward. When we identified this grant opportunity, we
leveraged that as an opportunity to fill that need. The
YES program is a formalized approach to divert youth
from the juvenile justice system, a structured program
that has eligibility criteria consisting of low‐level, first‐
time offenses, and a list of service options designed to
meet the needs of the youth and family identified by an
intake screening tool. Previously, diversion for these
offenses was much less structured, leaving it to the offi-
cer's discretion as to the appropriate intervention, which
could range from a conference to discuss the offense to
court intervention. There is still a place for this discretion
with higher‐level cases and for youth who re‐offend after
not successfully completing the program. The program
allows Probation to have no direct contact with the
youth, diverting them to a treatment provider without
exposing them to the juvenile justice system.

Before this grant, there was already a relationship
between CADA and UCSB. CADA worked with Pro-
bation as the drug and alcohol service provider for
youth. They are known throughout the county by
schools and law enforcement, and for a time were the
only option for these services outside of private insur-
ance. They also had diversion programming through
Teen Court, making them a natural partner on this
project. They were able to build on the best pieces of
diversion that they already had, understanding what
services were needed, and were able to adapt with the
COVID‐19 pandemic. The evaluation team then included
Dr. Sharkey, who has sat on the Juvenile Justice Co-
ordinating Council as our research partner for many-
years. From that and her role as an evaluator on a
variety of other projects, we learned the value of having
somebody with that background to participate in these
meetings regarding program development and delivery,
and to really understand the discussions that were hap-
pening. This made her and her team a natural fit for the
evaluation partner. With those connections already
there, it made it even easier to run the program with
BSCC funding and to then sustain the diversion services
after the grant ended.

Ideally, youth referred to the YES program were first
or second time, low‐level offenders with a low risk for
recidivism. We didn't actually know if this was accurate
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because Probation did not meet with the youth to con-
duct and evidence based risk assessment of their risk to
reoffend, but we were hoping it'd be the case based on the
evaluation results. Further, if the program noted the
family was in need of support, opportunities for that
were offered. Family support is not always readily
available with diversionary programs. We'll never really
know if the program changed the trajectory of youth
who would've gone on to more serious offending or if we
did entirely engage youth who were low risk and not
likely to recidivate, but we do know the youth who
participated ultimately had very low rates of recidivism.

From the beginning, we weren't sure exactly what
services we should have available. As the case managers
did initial assessments, we saw what services were actu-
ally utilized. When we look at the full menu of services
initially offered in the program, and what ended up being
used, it moved from a huge array of services outlined in
the contract to a smaller set of services. The reduction in
service offerings was due to first and foremost, the
COVID pandemic. CADA was not able to offer every-
thing because there were no in‐person services, and all of
a sudden, they had to figure out the virtual world.
CADA had to attempt the initial assessment to see if the
kids would even talk virtually to determine needed ser-
vices. The next question was if they would engage with
services in a virtual environment. Initially, we thought
that CADA would do more work with parents in parent
support groups and other interventions. When we got
into it, with a pandemic that disrupted everything, it also
became about whether parents would even participate
since it wasn't a requirement. It was a whole new world at
the time, and CADA had to navigate all of those chal-
lenges. The reduction in service offerings was also likely
influenced by the population of youth who were referred
to the program. The results showed youth primarily used
mental health services, which presumably could be
related to the unanticipated pandemic. CADA primarily
served youth with the OneCircle group counseling
interventions, individual drug/alcohol use treatment, and
occasionally Multidimensional Family Therapy (MDFT;
Liddle, 2002). Moral Reconation Therapy® (MRT; Little
et al., 2010) and ART® (Glick & Gibbs, 2010) were not
frequently used. This could have been based on the
population's needs—if the program was truly serving
first‐time offenders who had a low risk of recidivism,
then they probably shouldn't need a full‐blown MRT®

intervention.
Early on, there was some tension around limited

success with engaging youth, and CADA initially re-
quested support in contacting youth from Probation,
even though we were really trying to not be involved and
to have it be a true diversion program. On the service
provider side, we could see how this was frustrating
because there was lost engagement with the youth.
Another challenge was getting referrals from agencies
other than Probation. Law enforcement agencies didn't

really provide as many referrals as we thought they
would. It did take to a degree with the schools, likely
because the schools knew CADA from Teen Court and
as the drug and alcohol service provider. There were also
data challenges. One issue was with how to track youth
to see if they came back through the system without
gathering invasive information on the intake form, like
their social security number. After group discussions, we
ended up with names and month/year of birth, which was
hard because people could use middle names or have
misspellings. When we measured youth with a sustained
petition a year after leaving the program, it's a conserv-
ative estimate. The result still looks amazing, but a lesson
learned would be trying to track that better. It's also hard
to know if it's a reduction entirely because of the pro-
gram or due to a variety of factors. For example, the
pandemic closed down the courts (a system that would
have been capturing recidivism) and had people shelter in
place without the opportunity to engage in behaviors
that might result in another referral to Probation.

There were key factors that supported the program's
implementation. CADA did not have the staff turnover
that we anticipated, with most case managers staying for
at least 2 years or the full duration of the project. When a
couple of staff members left within a few months of each
other, there was enough space to train incoming case
managers before the original staff left. While the pan-
demic introduced many challenges, the transition to
virtual services may have increased access for youth and
supported more staff continuity. As a voluntary diver-
sion program, we prioritized the essential needs of youth
who opted into the program but did not pull youth and
families deeper into services that they didn't really need.
The case managers focused on completing the intake and
discharge assessments, had check‐ins with youth to make
sure they were showing up for services, and facilitated
some of the group interventions.

Probation initiated quarterly meetings with all parties
involved in the program to review what was working and
what could be addressed or adjusted. The agendas were
structured to get information from everyone, asking each
to share their challenges and successes. While there were
several different people involved in the facilitation of
these meetings during the life of the BSCC grant, they
were productive and supported strong communication.
This course was corrected as time went on and everyone
became more comfortable with the program. We do see
this with grants in general because they come out so fast,
and we try to make it work as best we can. It is helpful
for the people who are doing the work to be involved
early on and connect with the ones who are writing the
proposals and contracts.

The other concern with this grant, which might sound
odd, was its flexibility. When we would go to quarterly
meetings with BSCC representatives and the other grant
recipients, it was really interesting because every county
did it differently. For example, Probation was considered
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the lead in our county. However, the Sheriff's Depart-
ment was the lead in one county, and the community‐
based organization (CBO) was the lead in a different
county. The mission was to “do diversion,” but the
programs were run completely differently based on who
was the lead. It was a great opportunity, especially for
something like diversion to be creative and have a lot of
latitude, but it also meant not having a true peer group to
collaborate with; we didn't have a community of practice
where we could ask other counties how they were
handling a particular issue or have a counterpart to
measure things against. We were doing it, and it seemed
to be working, but we wondered if we could be doing it
better or differently. However, when BSCC came to
conduct an audit, our model was noted to be a “gold
standard” in the spirit of the grant.

It's hard to clearly measure the success of this kind of
diversion program in terms of recidivism rates, since the
research tells us that these are the youth who tend not to
need intervention and shouldn't have repeat offended
anyway. As noted, there was no official evidence‐based
risk assessment administered, but after CADA con-
ducted their intake assessment, it was determined that
few youth needed intensive evidence‐based programming
such as MRT® ‐ as would be expected with truly low‐risk
youth. We set our goal for recidivism at 5% of youth
receiving a sustained petition within a year of exiting the
program. However, it's not completely accurate to say
that we were successful in 95% of cases, as data indicated
that not all of those youth in the program who were
evaluated for recidivism were headed for formal proces-
sing anyway. We don't think there is a mechanism to say
with certainty what the actual number is, but we are
confident we kept youth from further processing in the
juvenile justice system while providing supportive
services.

Even with the end of the original BSCC funding, we
have continued the program. We continued our rela-
tionship with CADA, and the infrastructure has essen-
tially stayed the same. Other than sending a letter to the
family and getting contact information for CADA, we
have minimal contact with youth referred. The schools
now have separate contracts with CADA for referrals,
and thus, they do not send referrals through our office.
There aren't any more direct law enforcement referrals,
but they hadn't sent many referrals during the grant and
have their own informal diversion process. We now fund
the case management and the staff who run the men-
toring groups. CADA is committed to funding the other
services separately, through other grants and Medi‐Cal
reimbursement.

We've continued to utilize this program to divert
youth from formal processing in the juvenile justice
system. We know the youths' needs are being met outside
of the juvenile justice system. Probation has very minimal
to no interaction with the youth to support it being a true
diversion program, and we, in turn, feel comfortable that

there is a structured program that's going to address their
needs. It was our first step in the direction of strength-
ening our diversionary options, and we're building from
it. Currently, we are utilizing restorative justice programs
for the next level of youth (slightly more serious offenses)
who can be eligible for diversion. We are essentially
building in additional steps between the referral from law
enforcement and formal processing, with a variety of
diversion programs to avoid juvenile justice involvement
whenever possible.

For other counties looking to run diversion pro-
grams, it's useful to think about how historical knowl-
edge from the planning stages can be passed down since
staff turnover is inevitable. As an example, a binder with
the official grant contract and a write‐up that shares the
internal narrative of why things were done in a certain
way could be helpful. During the course of this project,
regular meetings with all the relevant team members were
important, even though we didn't have a continuity of
practice across counties. Unanticipated things would
come up in those meetings, and it is unknown what the
impact would have been on the success of the program if
they hadn't been brought up and talked about. Those
meetings had an environment where everyone was em-
powered to speak up and have a voice. It was most
helpful when the case managers were involved in the
meetings and the evaluation reports, sharing the nuts and
bolts of how youth were engaged and how services were
going. It's also important to figure out your population—
the youth you're working with, the families you're
working with, the community, and the resources that
they have. Your vision on day one when you're starting
the grant is probably very different from after year one,
when you see what services are indicated and what youth
will actually engage in. Ongoing assessment of what the
population actually needs and readjusting the menu of
services is key. We would encourage other agencies to
figure out what your metrics are and make sure you have
a strong enough agreement, especially with school dis-
tricts, to get the information you need to do that eva-
luation. Ultimately, the power of this program was heard
through the voices of the youth and families that par-
ticipated, which we gathered through formal consumer
feedback surveys and informal testimonials—so be sure
to include their voices.

PROGRAM EVALUATION –
PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR (Dr.
Ji l l Sharkey)

The role of an external evaluation team is critical to
system reform efforts. It provides a level of account-
ability and oversight, while also easing the burden of
data collection and reporting for systems that are taxed
with meeting the needs of youth and their families. An
external evaluation team can also help identify systemic
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factors that may be difficult for members of an organi-
zation to recognize. For example, past projects with
Probation required a focus on criminogenic factors (e.g.,
antisocial cognitions, self‐control, aggression) and their
evidence‐based programming included MRT® and
ART®. Since all program partners have increased their
awareness of the prevalence and role of trauma in ex-
ternalizing behaviors, this program was an opportunity
to assess and intervene on both criminogenic factors and
youth/family mental health.

When creating evaluations of programs that serve
vulnerable populations, it can be unethical to use ex-
perimental designs such as randomized control trials. I
have also found that quasi‐experimental designs fail to be
successful due to the difficulty with finding a relevant
comparison group and rapid changes that make histori-
cal comparisons unreliable. Through experience, I have
become passionate about developing evaluation plans
exclusively focused on clinically useful tools that are
efficient and not a burden for staff or participants. I have
embraced using multiple methods to triangulate success,
including symptom reduction on screeners; client satis-
faction via quantitative ratings and qualitative feedback;
and testimonials from clients, families, and service pro-
viders. Hearing success stories from youth who attribute
their growth to the program has been the most compel-
ling evidence for most audiences.

It is important for the evaluation process to be col-
laborative and include conversations that help all parties
achieve insight to areas of difficulty with a program and
possible solutions. Significant interdisciplinary coordi-
nation, made possible by our strong history of trust and
collaboration, supported the success of the program from
its conceptualization in January 2019 to its sustained
implementation in the present. Regular meetings with
CADA's grant writer and leadership from both CADA
and Probation helped me to understand the goals and
scope of the project. From this understanding, I deve-
loped a meaningful evaluation design that had individual
client assessments immediately inform service delivery
and be aggregated for program outcome reports.

We developed a screener tool with freely available,
validated, and brief assessments of mental health factors
(e.g., anxiety, depression, post‐traumatic stress disorder)
and criminogenic factors (e.g., anger, criminal thinking).
Some of the assessments were validated with cut‐off scores
(e.g., the Patient Health Questionnaire 2) while others
were determined through either normative data (one
standard deviation from the mean) or face validity (the
responses that would suggest a concern). We empowered
case managers to be critical of the screener results and let
us know if anything was off. Through this process, they
helped us calibrate some of the cut‐off scores we had
initially developed. As the project continued, clinicians
quickly realized that mental health and substance use were
the two primary needs of our participants. In response,
they shifted from offering MRT® and ART® in favor of

programs like OneCircle and counseling. While this pro-
gram is associated with global improvements, such as a
reduction of youth on supervised probation, it is
impossible to know to what degree these improvements
are due to alternative sources rather than program‐specific
interventions. However, the ongoing collaboration and
commitment to quality improvement from our partners
contribute to a broader array of system reforms that are
benefiting youth and families.

PROGRAM EVALUATION –
PROJECT COORDINATOR (Angela
Pollard)

As a doctoral student on Dr. Sharkey's research team,
I've learned from and supported all of our project part-
ners. With quarterly reporting requirements from our
funding agency and multiple sources of data for the
evaluation plan, I developed close working relationships
with organizational leaders and case managers. In addi-
tion to the full team quarterly meetings, I met with dif-
ferent team members on a weekly basis to maintain the
evaluation plan's integrity and to quickly identify issues
for discussion with the larger team. I communicated with
the case managers regularly to address questions, provide
reminders about data collection, and gather qualitative
information about their experience with youth and
families. Thankfully, the client assessments needed for
service delivery were the same as those needed for the
evaluation, so case managers did not have significant
challenges with collecting the necessary data. Exit as-
sessments could be difficult to obtain, especially when
clients withdrew from the voluntary services before suc-
cessfully completing their RAP.

About a month before each quarterly report was due,
I worked with CADA leadership and the representative
from the data management company to ensure that
individual client assessments (collected in both English
and Spanish) had been accurately stored before I
downloaded the de‐identified aggregate data. This qual-
ity check process required preliminary analysis of the
data and a few meetings over several days, highlighting
any needed updates to our data collection processes.
Probation leadership engaged in these preliminary
analyses to confirm which youth should be included in a
particular report period and provided recidivism data
from their system. Data analysis and reporting were a
collaborative process. I conducted quantitative analyses
that addressed questions posed by the BSCC standard
report form and additional questions developed by our
evaluation team that more directly informed service
delivery. Once I had drafted the report, I met with
leadership from CADA and Probation to discuss the
results, correct any errors, and incorporate their inter-
pretations of the results as narrative alongside the out-
come data before it was officially submitted.
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In addition to the BSCC quarterly reports, I worked
with our team to create annual reports that provided
additional context for the program evaluation. While
creating multiple reports in different formats required
additional work, I knew the value of meeting our funding
agency's requirements and sharing evaluation results in a
more accessible format for our partners. These annual
reports included data from client assessments, client
satisfaction surveys, as well as anonymous testimonials
from youth, parents, and case managers. These testimo-
nials were the most memorable aspects of the evaluation
by far, offering examples of the program's impact on
youth and families.

DISCUSSION

This paper provided an overview of the YES program, a
pre‐adjudication diversion program for youth in Santa
Barbara county. The program was experienced as a
success by youth and family participants, providers, and
the funding agency based on individual experiences and
evaluation outcomes. This compelled participating
schools, Probation, and CADA to sustain the program
beyond the grant period with their own funding
resources. To support the development of diversion
programs in other jurisdictions, we have documented
first‐person narratives with detailed insights from key
individuals in the community‐research partnership. Sev-
eral recurring themes and associated implications were
identified through cross‐stakeholder synthesis of the
mechanisms that helped achieve key outcomes. This
synthesis also generated insights into the ethical and
structural dimensions of our work, highlighting existing
strengths and growth areas for our research‐practice
partnership (Javorka, 2021).

Collaboration and accountability among
institutional partners

The project partners have a long history of working
together. The relationships have been sustained by con-
stant reflection on shared values, demonstrated com-
mitment to structural changes when evaluation findings
highlight the negative impacts of practice as usual, and
active listening to each other's perspectives. Several key
roles helped keep this project organized and the team
ready to adapt when needed. This included a grant writer
with CADA who identified what was needed by whom
and when, Probation as a convener who set an agenda to
address logistical and legal challenges as they arose, and
the evaluator to help maintain human subjects protection
while integrating the evaluation with staff capacity and
treatment goals. Leaders set a climate where brain-
storming ideas was welcome, and all perspectives were
valued when making decisions. This was critical as we

entered the COVID‐19 pandemic and needed to pivot
dramatically. As the grant continued, we integrated case
managers and direct service providers into our meetings,
which helped us understand implementation challenges
and allowed us to quickly adapt to identified concerns.
For example, they highlighted the need for immediate
follow‐up on referrals, with intake completion and
prompt scheduling of services to help families maintain
motivation for the program. We also adapted the
screening tool so that intervention recommendations
linked to particular score ranges better aligned with the
holistic clinical picture.

Strengths and growth areas for relationships
with youth and families

The program did not replicate racial/ethnic disparities
found in the broader legal system, with comparable rates
of engagement and successful program completion of
youth from different racial/ethnic backgrounds. The
evaluation also assessed youth and caregiver satisfaction
with programming, with approximately 60% of enrolled
families responding to anonymous, brief surveys. Of the
responding youth (n= 225), over 90% agreed that staff
were sensitive to their cultural/ethnic background, spoke
in a way they understood and treated them with respect.
Some families also elaborated on their experiences, pro-
viding positive testimonials to staff through an open‐
ended question on the survey or writing letters to their
case managers at the end of services. This may be
attributable to the fact that CADA recruited case man-
agers and providers from the local community who
shared the racial/ethnic background and spoke the lan-
guages of the participants. With small caseloads, case
managers were able to build personal, trusting relation-
ships with youth and their caregivers. Their open‐door
policy and flexible availability helped to normalize help‐
seeking from families who often distrusted systems. Staff
also ensured warm hand‐offs and provided consistent
follow‐up to connect families with additional resources
when needed. In addition, whenever possible, case man-
agers adjusted the curriculum to reflect the lived experi-
ences of their participants and allow them agency in their
own learning.

Although pivoting quickly to COVID‐19 conditions
was taxing on program staff, the adaptations resulted in
several valuable lessons that continue to be implemented.
Telehealth expanded access for participants facing
transportation or time barriers, while technology support
helped bridge digital gaps. Mailing care packages and
incentives maintained engagement, without requiring
travel to agency locations to access these offerings.
Regular, virtual check‐ins strengthened relationships and
trust, allowing for more personalized support. Parent
participation also increased through flexible, remote
support groups—highlighting the importance of creating
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accessible, judgment‐free spaces. These lessons empha-
size the value of meeting families where they are, offering
choices, and maintaining connection regardless of ex-
ternal challenges.

We also acknowledge the growth areas for our en-
gagement with the youth and families impacted by the
legal system. They were not involved in the program
design or evaluation beyond the opportunity to respond
to a satisfaction survey after enrolling in services. Future
efforts should focus on building critical, accountable
relationships that can help us monitor the consistency of
our values with the actual (rather than intended) impacts
of our intervention and research/evaluation practices
(Javorka, 2021). While the county's Juvenile Justice Co-
ordinating Council has struggled to recruit youth mem-
bers with system involvement, the county's behavioral
health department established a youth advisory board
that can be tapped for consultation (Santa Barbara
County, 2025). At the same time, the university research
team is conducting a qualitative study to understand
youth experiences with our screening tool and their
perspectives on the impact of case management and
therapeutic services. Future programming and research
should collaborate with a youth council at all stages of
the process, and incorporate member checks of the data,
its interpretation, and reporting (Busetto et al., 2020).

Policy helps drive referrals

Program success was predicated on the commitment of
Probation, law enforcement, and school districts to refer
youth to the program. Ironically, despite the purpose of
diversion being to keep youth from any contact with
Probation, it was their involvement in the conceptuali-
zation, oversight, and facilitation of the program that
supported referrals to the program. As the agency that
applied for the funding, Probation was committed to
making the necessary policy and practice changes to
facilitate the referral process. For other law enforcement
agencies and various school districts, referrals were more
common and easier to process with partners who had a
strong working relationship with Probation or CADA or
who changed their protocols to include referral to the
program for specific eligible offenses or education code
violations. Thus, we recommend that diversion efforts
start with a strong marketing and training campaign that
provides police, sheriff, and school leaders with specific
guidance on how to shift their protocols to facilitate
referral to diversion.

Clinically useful evaluation

Another valued aspect of this project was the integration
of the evaluation with the intake process. Although it
was a risk to move away from a battery of complete

validated measures, we knew from experience that we
needed very brief assessments to capture the breadth of
factors we wanted to measure while also acting as a
screener for service planning. Thus, we identified brief
assessments whenever possible and shortened some as-
sessments by only retaining items from the highest
loading factors as determined by validation studies.
Relatedly, the evaluators identified a few of the crim-
inogenic items on the screener as promoting racial bias
and initiated conversations with program partners about
this issue. As a team, we decided to remove these items
from the scale in our screening tool. In future projects,
we will likely not include criminogenic factors as the
concept doesn't align with the systems change frame-
work. Following the adjustment of cut points in the
beginning, the screener proved to be a success. Case
managers reported getting valuable information from
youth and their families that accurately matched them to
services, supervisors appreciated that the screeners also
took care of the evaluation needs, and the assessment
was sensitive to change in the outcome evaluation.

Additional evaluation lessons included building in a
variety of goals and objectives to understand program
impact in case some objectives are ultimately unable to
be determined. For example, we were unable to obtain
school data on discipline incidents. Several barriers
contributed to this: the slow start of school referrals due
to the COVID‐19 pandemic, the high number of partic-
ipating schools, and needing at least 20 youth per school
for data collection to maintain confidentiality. Another
insight was that recidivism, such as being referred for or
convicted of another offense, may have limited utility for
informing pre‐adjudication program improvements.
Recidivism rates for pre‐adjudication diversion are
already expected to be low, and data may not be avail-
able for years following program implementation
(Kretschmar et al., 2018). There are many other out-
comes that may be more important to youth, families,
and communities— including reduction of mental health
symptoms, strengthened protective factors, attainment of
education and/or vocational skills, and enjoyment of
positive social and leisure activities.

Program sustainment

Ultimately, the partners agreed that the program was
impactful enough to warrant sustainment. Although not
having an experimental design precluded causal attribu-
tions to the program, the triangulation of available data
pointed to desired impacts, including very low levels of
recidivism, stronger family functioning, decreased sub-
stance use and mental health issues, and improved
problem‐solving. Positive family testimonials and staff
experiences also promoted sustainment. Thus, probation
tapped a state funding source that allocates funds col-
lected through the vehicle license fee fund to support
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counties in efforts to reduce juvenile delinquency. By
keeping the oversight committee regularly updated and
informed on program progress and outcomes throughout
the grant period, they were already champions of the
program before it had even ended—aiding in favorable
review of the next funding application. In order to
maintain small caseloads, funding was allocated for
CADA to provide the evidence‐based programs most
commonly used by youth and their families for clients
diverted by probation.

Future directions

Due to the success with this relatively low‐level popula-
tion, the next steps include offering diversion to more
high‐risk youth populations. For example, Probation has
invested in a diversion program for youth with felony
arrests based on restorative justice principles; this pro-
gram is new and under evaluation. The county has also
invested in early intervention programs to reduce crimi-
nal justice involvement for adults. This includes co‐
response teams, which pair a mental health clinician with
law enforcement officers when responding to 911 calls to
help de‐escalate situations and divert individuals to
trauma‐informed, community‐based treatment (e.g.,
sobering center, crisis stabilization unit, or hospitaliza-
tion) instead of jail. The county also has a program to
reduce pre‐trial incarceration for adult clients by pro-
viding early assessment, connection to services, and legal
representation within the first 48 h of booking to jail for
adults charged with a misdemeanor. Next steps include
diversion programs for adults who commit eligible felo-
nies; the County Community Corrections Partnership
has funded a diversion study to assess existing programs
and to identify gaps and opportunities. By avoiding the
harms of incarceration and legal system involvement
while addressing community safety priorities, the overall
goal of all these programs is to maintain accountability
processes while supporting participants with trauma‐
informed, evidence‐based services.

CONCLUSION

Several key factors influenced the creation and sustain-
ability of effective diversion programming in this county.
First, the intended outcome of diversion reduces the
number of people under probation supervision and in
jails. As such, a constant quality assurance process for
diversion eligibility helps prevent net‐widening and focus
legal system resources on individuals with the highest risk
of re‐offending. Diversion programs require champions
with influence to highlight best practices and current data
on successful examples. These champions advance
innovative funding and practice models that redirect
much‐needed resources to organizations that provide

community‐based supports. Second, depending on the
broader community context, there can be public, busi-
ness, and law enforcement backlash for seeming “soft on
crime.” Ongoing communication about policies that
maintain public safety and keep people in their com-
munities, not in juvenile hall or jail, is helpful. Finally,
diversion requires significant collaboration between
agencies. As youth are diverted from probation pro-
grams, we have needed to build a significant array of
services, including shelter and residential treatment
facilities, when youth's needs exceed what their family
can provide. Community and treatment provider
involvement is crucial to the success of formal and
informal diversion. Ultimately, the goal is to provide
supportive services through these avenues whenever
appropriate and possible to allow youth and families to
receive the support they need absent system involvement.
In this ideal situation, the youth and families are con-
nected to these agencies and to their communities—
further supporting a reduced risk of recidivism and
healthy families.
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