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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY OF REPORT

	Youth out-of-court disposals (OoCDs) are alternatives to formal prosecution for children and are designed to divert them away from the criminal justice system by addressing their behaviour early and offering support to prevent further offending.

In 2018, HM Inspectorate of Probation (HMIP), with HM Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services (HMICFRS), conducted an inspection into the delivery of OoCDs. The resulting report made 11 recommendations, emphasising the need for greater focus on victims and a comprehensive evaluation of the use and effectiveness of OoCDs. A copy of that full report can be accessed here: Out of court disposal work in youth offending teams.
Since then, the use of OoCDs has increased significantly and now accounts for most casework in many youth justice services.

Evidence of the impact and cost effectiveness of OoCDs remains limited. National data is lacking, and there is little understanding of the number issued, how they are used, or how effective different approaches are.

In this report, published 15 October 2025, HMIP and HMICFRS make 18 recommendations. While there is widespread agreement on the importance of avoiding unnecessary criminalisation and promoting child-centred justice, HMIP and HMICFRS found that the current system is fragmented and inconsistent. This report highlights the pressing need for stronger governance, clearer guidance, and more consistent practice in the use of OoCDs for children. HMIP and HMICFRS’s recommendations, if implemented, are intended to achieve these aims.

In this report HMIP and HMICFRS have used the term OoCD instead of Out-of-Court Resolution (OoCR). In 2023, the NPCC updated this terminology in the adult framework. At the time of the inspection, this change had not yet been applied to the children’s framework.
Inspection methodology
The fieldwork for this inspection involved visiting eight youth justice services (YJS) within six police force areas. HMIP and HMICFRS inspected a total of 98 cases: 88 involving children who had received a youth community resolution or Outcome 22, and 10 involving other types of disposals.
HMIP and HMICFRS assessed the quality of decision-making in an additional 66 cases where the children received a youth caution (YC) or a youth conditional caution (YCC). HMIP and HMICFRS made some comparisons between the work delivered under Outcome 22 and community resolutions and found the differences to be negligible.
HMIP and HMICFRS inspected the quality of disposal decisions made by police officers. The police crime outcome types focused on were:

· Outcome 8: a community resolution (with or without formal restorative justice) applied in accordance with policing guidance.

· Outcome 20: further action resulting from the crime report is undertaken by another body or agency other than the police, subject to the victim (or person acting on their behalf) being made aware of the action being taken.

· Outcome 21: further investigation resulting from the crime report that could provide evidence sufficient to support formal action being taken against the suspect is not in the public interest - police decision.

· Outcome 22: diversionary, educational or intervention activity, resulting from the crime report, has been undertaken and it is not in the public interest to take any further action.
HMIP and HMICFRS held a range of meetings and focus groups with staff delivering OoCDs, their managers, and senior leaders at a national level. HMIP and HMICFRS commissioned User Voice to conduct surveys and interviews with 50 children, and inspectors spoke with 31 parents or carers, gathering their perspectives on the services they received. These were not necessarily the children or parents or carers whose cases HMIP and HMICFRS inspected. A report from User Voice will be published alongside this report.
Governance and leadership
HMIP and HMICFRS found a broad consensus on the importance of avoiding the unnecessary criminalisation of children, with national and local commitments to child-centred justice. The overall approach to OoCDs was, however, fragmented and hindered by inadequate data, oversight, and strategic direction.
Inconsistent police recording of crime outcome types, limited tracking, and the inability to disaggregate data specific to children undermined efforts to monitor trends, assess reoffending, and evaluate the impact and cost effectiveness of interventions. This undermines public confidence and limits the quality and consistency of support available to children.
The YJB first-time entrants (FTE) key performance indicator, a measure of children’s entry to the justice system, no longer reflected the reality of a system where most cases were managed through OoCDs. A more meaningful and comprehensive measure was needed.
Most existing research had focused on the negative impacts of formal youth justice system involvement on children, rather than identifying the key elements of successful diversion.
HMIP and HMICFRS found wide variation in the use of tools such as the National Police Chiefs’ Council (NPCC) child gravity matrix and disposal options like deferred prosecutions. This had created a ‘postcode lottery’ in decision-making and fostered perceptions of unfairness. HMIP and HMICFRS also found some confusion about how different police crime outcome types affected what may be disclosed later, for example to employers - which can have a significant impact on children’s life chances.
At the local level, youth justice partnership boards did not have a clear understanding of the overall volume of OoCDs or the effectiveness of interventions involving the YJS and other partners. Some services faced capacity challenges, and while Turnaround funding was welcomed and generally used effectively, the short-term and uncertain nature of some funding streams made it difficult to develop sustainable, long-term strategies.
Addressing these challenges requires stronger national frameworks, clearer guidance, improved data systems, and more effective multi-agency collaboration to ensure children have access to the right support at the right time.
Policing and decision-making
A significant number of children, including those involved in serious offences, were being dealt with informally, often by police alone and without YJS involvement. HMIP and HMICFRS saw cases where children were wrongly told they had to complete interventions or face prosecution, which was both inaccurate and potentially coercive. Where decisions were made in conjunction with the YJS, procedures were not always followed to ensure the most suitable disposal, and decision rationales were often unclear, leading to a lack of transparency.
Police officers did not routinely use the NPCC child gravity matrix and associated guidance, even in cases involving serious offences such as violent or sexual crimes. HMIP and HMICFRS found occasional tensions between the police and partner agencies over final disposal decisions, particularly in more serious cases such as those involving knives.
Patterns of repeat offending were not always considered when making police-only and joint decisions about OoCDs involving children. This oversight could result in the same child receiving multiple disposals without appropriate escalation or timely intervention.
In some instances, Outcome 20 and Outcome 21 were used inappropriately for serious offences, which undermined the concerning nature of the crimes and the need for appropriate responses. The widespread and largely unmonitored use of Outcome 20, including in school settings, raised concerns about whether children and communities were kept safe and victims supported. Without clear national data and oversight, the full scale and impact of these practices remained unknown.
Partnerships and services
Although support under OoCDs tended to be shorter than the statutory orders these children might previously have received, the complexity of their needs, circumstances, and, in some cases, the risks they posed to others, remained unchanged. Given the brevity of OoCDs, swift access to services and sustained support was vital.
Access to education and intervention for emotional health and wellbeing were the biggest challenges and often remained unmet at the end of the OoCD. Support frequently arrived too late, ended prematurely, or lacked proper exit and onward planning, leaving many children without the continuity of care and help they needed. Integration with services such as children’s social care was essential. Without coordinated and timely intervention, children on the edge of the justice system remained at significant risk of further escalation.
Victims’ services need to improve to ensure effective engagement processes, uphold the Victims’ Code, and amplify victims’ voices, especially those of child victims, whose age and maturity must be carefully considered.
Interventions were not always jointly planned, delivered, reviewed or sustained. Even when services were available, referrals were not always made or could be declined for unclear reasons, and there was limited analysis of engagement or referral patterns. Addressing these gaps could significantly improve the outcomes for children.
The quality of youth justice casework
YJS staff demonstrated strong skills in engagement, with their support highly valued by children and parents or carers. Many of the children had significant safety and welfare needs, often facing multiple challenges that increased the risk of reoffending if left unaddressed.
In many cases, there needed to be greater emphasis on safety, for both the child and others, in all aspects of practice. Interventions tended to focus narrowly on the offence rather than addressing the underlying risks and safeguarding concerns, which were closely linked to reoffending. A growing number of children displayed escalating, concerning behaviours requiring more intensive, tailored support.
Given this complexity, the system must adapt to provide structured, needs-led interventions that address the root causes of offending and are beneficial for children, including through support delivered outside the justice system where appropriate.

Recommendations

The Home Office should:
1. amend crime outcome types to clearly distinguish between Outcome 22 (no further action), deferred youth cautions, and deferred prosecutions. Also, consider whether deferred youth cautions and deferred prosecutions should be formally recognised as positive police outcomes.
2. ensure that out-of-court disposals data for children is separated from that for adults.

Ministry of Justice should:
3. work with the Home Office and Youth Justice Board to review the relevance, suitability, and effectiveness of the first-time entrants key performance indicators, and implement new reporting processes for all out-of-court disposals. This includes tracking Outcomes 20 and 21.
4. include all out-of-court disposals where interventions are delivered to children, including community resolutions and Outcome 22, in criminal justice system reoffending statistics.

The Home Office and Ministry of Justice should:
5. remove youth cautions from the out-of-court disposal framework and explore the feasibility of introducing statutory deferred prosecution schemes and statutory provision for community resolutions.
The Home Office, Ministry of Justice, and the Youth Justice Board should:
6. evaluate the data on outcomes delivered to children to understand the effectiveness of out-of-court disposals in reducing reoffending.
The National Police Chiefs’ Council should:
7. amend the NPCC child gravity matrix guidance so that any divergence of more than one score must be authorised by an officer of at least the rank of police inspector.
8. amend the NPCC Community Resolutions Guidance to include standardised wording for community resolution forms, to ensure consistency and to prohibit the use of coercive wording.

9. work with the Youth Justice Board and Home Office to develop guidance in relation to the use of Outcome 20 and 21. This should include referral to youth justice services when appropriate (in accordance with the NPCC child gravity matrix guidance).
The National Police Chiefs’ Council, College of Policing, and Youth Justice Board should:
10. amend the NPCC Community Resolutions Guidance, the College of Policing Authorised Professional Practice for prosecution and case management, and the YJB case management guidance to reflect that community resolutions are issued only when the child has accepted responsibility or where there is evidence that would provide a realistic prospect of conviction.
Chief constables should:
11. improve how out-of-court disposals are managed by:

· working with YJSs to establish formal data-sharing arrangements to ensure timely and consistent access to information on all types of out-of-court disposal.
· ensuring decisions about the use of crime Outcomes 20 and 21 are consistent and appropriate and reflect revised NPCC guidance.
· ensuring that police always use the NPCC child gravity matrix guidance when making decisions relating to outcomes for children and that the rationales for those decisions are always recorded.

· ensuring that joint decisions with the youth justice service about out-of-court disposals are made at the appropriate level of seniority.

· ensuring that children’s legal rights are met before issuing a community resolution; this includes the need to caution and make sure that an appropriate adult is present.
· ensuring that safeguarding referrals are made when appropriate.

The Youth Justice Board should:
12. ensure that current data collection mechanisms support future evaluation of the effectiveness of out-of-court disposals in outcomes for children, reoffending rates, potential net-widening, and their cost-effectiveness

13. work proactively with youth justice partnership boards to help them build a clear understanding of all out-of-court disposals used locally, evaluate their impact, and ensure their effectiveness 

14. work together with partners to establish an evidence base about which interventions and disposals are most effective in reducing reoffending and delivering positive outcomes for children.

Youth justice partnership boards should:
15. In line with the case management guidance:

· collate data on all out-of-court disposals, including from partner agencies, to analyse and monitor use, to ensure appropriate application, identify trends, and assess for net-widening.
· ensure all partners take a collaborative approach to out-of-court disposal decision-making and intervention delivery, supporting joint work and effective exit planning.

Youth justice service managers should:
16. consider the complexity and nature of the risk and safety concerns for each child, and match these with the skillset and experience of staff when allocating work.
17. improve the quality of assessment, planning, and service delivery so that they focus equally on supporting the child and keeping them and other people safe.
18. ensure that children and their parents or carers understand the requirements of the out-of-court disposal and the aims of their intervention plan.

A copy of the full report can be accessed here: The effectiveness of diverting children from the criminal justice system: meeting needs, ensuring safety, and preventing reoffending – HM Inspectorate of Probation


FORCE RESPONSE TO RECOMMENDATIONS 


	Providing an efficient and effective out of court resolutions process is important to both the Force and our partners in diverting young people from the criminal justice system.
The Force has adopted a standard process to ensure that any recommendations resulting from local and national inspection activity are promptly considered and allocated for action. Facilitated plenary sessions are held upon receipt of all new inspection reports and any identified improvement activity is incorporated into the relevant PEEL Assessment Framework (PAF) improvement plan.  In line with this process, the recommendation made within this report has been considered at the Force Governance of Audit and Inspection (GAIN) Board, chaired by the Deputy Chief Constable, and a Chief Officer lead and delivery lead have been assigned to both identify and implement any improvement activity required. 

A plenary session has taken place to discuss the action, detail the Force’s current position, identify what if any action is required to satisfy the action and to collate evidence that would support the closure of the action.

Initial results of the discussions are detailed below:

Recommendation 11; improving how out of court disposals are managed. The Force has officers embedded within all 3 of the Force’s Youth Justice Services and works closely with other agencies; following national guidance to ensure the best outcomes for children and that decisions are made at the appropriate level. The Force is reasonably confident we comply with the requirements within the action. To satisfy ourselves we will be completing some dip sampling to check compliance and working with partners to check processes are being followed appropriately.
Evidence and additional information is being collated with a view to close this action at the earliest opportunity. 

Ongoing progress will be tracked through the relevant Force delivery group and overseen by the GAIN Board until sufficient evidence is provided that the recommendations have been met.


PCC RESPONSE TO INSPECTION

Comment by the PCC:

	The PCC acknowledges the vital role of youth out-of-court disposals (OoCD) in providing constructive alternatives to formal prosecution for children under 18 who commit criminal offences. The PCC recognises that these measures aim to divert young people from the criminal justice system while ensuring their behaviour is addressed and appropriate support is provided. The PCC fully endorses the recommendations set out in this report.

As set out in the Police and Crime Plan 2024-29, one of the PCC’s policing priorities is to improve the use of Out of Court Resolutions (OoCRs), previously referred to as Out of Court Disposals (OoCD). The PCC fully supports the role of OoCRs in empowering victims to influence the resolution of low-level crime, while ensuring offenders are directed towards rehabilitative services that help prevent further offending. The PCC is committed to promoting wider use of OoCRs to deliver more positive outcomes for both victims and offenders.
At the PCC’s Scrutiny Meeting, which was held on 16 September 2024, the topic of Out of Court Resolutions (OoCRs) and Outcome 16 was previously considered. At the meeting, the PCC was partly assured by the evidence submitted by Cleveland Police. The PCC acknowledged that the Force was working hard to develop an organisational culture that promotes the appropriate use of OoCRs and Outcome 16 through guidance, training, monitoring and the introduction of the U-Turn Team. However, in order to be fully assured, an improvement in the rates of OoCRs was needed. It was therefore agreed that an update would be requested to ascertain what progress had been made in improving performance rates.

At the PCC’s Scrutiny Meeting on 24 September 2025, the topic of OoCRs was revisited. At this meeting, the PCC was looking to:

· seek assurance that the Force has measures in place to improve performance in respect of community resolution rates and unsupportive victim rates;

· provide the public with greater assurance and confidence in the OoCR process and in the decisions made by the Force; and

· seek assurance that the Force is making the best use of OoCRs to support adults with health vulnerabilities.
At this meeting, the PCC was not assured by the evidence submitted by the Force. Since the previous update in September 2024, when the PCC was partly assured, the PCC concluded that although improvement plans are in place, they have yet to demonstrate meaningful impact on OoCR rates. Enhancing performance in this area is important, taking into consideration the national emphasis on expanding the use of OoCR and the strategic priorities outlined in the Police and Crime Plan - particularly the commitment to improving use of OoCR and ensuring victims feel supported and heard.

The PCC will maintain close oversight of ongoing developments and will request a further performance update in six months. As part of this update, the PCC will seek a detailed account of the progress the Force has made in implementing the recommendations outlined in this report.
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