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Lancaster County



Why Diversion?

Reduce • Reduce Unnecessary Social Control

Provide • Provide Services

Avoid • Avoid Labeling Effects

Reduce • Reduce Recidivism (Address Criminogenic Needs)

Reduce • Reduce System Cost



Diversion: 
Match the 
Risk Level

When: 
 For minor offenses and low risks for 

future offending

Why:  
 Diversion can be more effective in 

reducing recidivism than the traditional 
juvenile justice system

 In fact, low-risk youth receiving only a 
caution have been found to fare better 
than those referred to a diversion 
intervention



Juvenile Justice System Overview
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 Referral based diversion for 
Disturbing the Peace & 
Assault offenses occurring at 
school

 Immediate intervention

 Restorative Justice 
principles applied to case 
plan

 11 to 17 years of age

 Evidence-based

 60 days or less

 Data Driven

RESTORE 
Components
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RESTORE Components

Connection with 
Project RESTORE 

Case Manager:

• Visits youth at school
• Ensure timely completion of program components

Victim-Youth 
Conferencing by 

Trained Mediator:

• Obtains perspective of youth and victim separately
• Conference with youth and either victim or a surrogate
• Discuss impact of offense physically, emotionally, and 

financially

Outcomes from 
Victim-Youth 

Conferencing:

• Apology (verbal or written)
Restitution
Community service
Services for the youth
Other remedies agreed upon



The success rate was stable from 2018-2024.

4% 4% 5% 2%
7% 5% 3%

96% 96% 95% 98%
93% 95% 97%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

120%

2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 o

f 
Yo

ut
h

Project RESTORE Succes by Year

No Yes



Promising Outcomes

Youth who completed 
RESTORE were less likely to 
pick up a subsequent LPD 
referral and court filing. 



Assessment - Overview
 Any youth that is determined to be eligible for diversion is sent to have 

a risk screen completed

 The completed screen is returned to the County Attorney’s Office to 
help inform their decision on the referral

 There are 3 main outcomes for youth that are screened

 The charged is dropped and warning letter is sent

 Youth is referred to diversion 

 The charge is filed in juvenile court



Assessment – Process

 Lancaster County uses the Nebraska Youth Screen (NYS)

 Instrument was developed by Dr. Brad Bogue of the Justice Systems Assessment and 
Training (J-SAT)

 Is an adaption of the Youth Level of Service (YLS) designed to be a shorter screening tool 
than the full YLS

NYS has 9 Domains
Family Circumstances/ParentingNumber of Prior ArrestsAge at First Arrest

Substance UsePeer RelationshipsEducation/Employment

Attitudes/OrientationPersonality/BehaviorLeisure/Recreation





Assessment - Process
 The Massachusetts Youth Screening Instrument (MAYSI-2) is used to 

screen for Youth Mental Health Diversion (YMHD)

 “Is a brief behavioral health screening tool designed especially for 
juvenile justice programs and facilities. It identifies youths 12 through 
17 years old who may have important, pressing behavioral health 
needs.”

 Answers provide scores on 7 scales: Alcohol/Drug Use, Angry-
Irritable, Depressed-Anxious, Somatic Complaints, Suicide Ideation, 
Thought Disturbance, Traumatic Experiences

 Administered if Assessment Specialist detects a mental health 
concern during the interviews or if Law Enforcement indicates on the 
juvenile referral that mental health is a concern



SAMPLE 
MAYSI-2



Assessment - Process
 Interviews are completed with a parent/guardian and with 

the youth over the phone, ideally done separately

 A finished screen is returned to the County Attorney’s Office 
that includes the NYS score sheet, a narrative summary of 
the information obtained, and when applicable the 
completed MAYSI-2

 The narrative summary serves a number of additional uses

 Provides specific information to the youth helpful for case planning 
(youth’s interests, activities, and more details about areas of risk)

 Explains any discipline action taken at home for the law violation



Assessment - Data 

 Of the youth sent 
for a NYS screen, 
96% have the screen 
successfully 
completed.



Assessment - Data





 Outcomes for Youth Sent 
for an NYS screen from 
2018 through 2024

 10.8% have the charge 
filed in juvenile court

 48.3% youth are referred 
to diversion

 40. 9% the charge is 
dropped and warning 
letter is sent



NYS significantly predicts diversion failure, police 
recidivism, County Attorney violation recidivism, 
and County Attorney filed recidivism.







NYS significantly predicts outcomes 
with no difference by gender or race.





Community Referrals

Truancy Diversion Program 

RESTORE

Diversion

Secondary Diversion

Mental Health 
Diversion

Juvenile

Court

Lancaster County Tiered Diversion Approach



Diversion & Secondary Diversion
 Voluntary program

 Alternative to court program

 Case by case determination with majority of 
charges being misdemeanors 

 Restorative justice approach

 Community partners and agency referrals 

 Risk-Need-Responsivity (RNR) model



RNR Case 
Planning

Individualized case plansIndividualized case plans

Focus on youth and/or family needs 
rather than the law violation
Focus on youth and/or family needs 
rather than the law violation

Youth and family engagementYouth and family engagement

Connections to community agenciesConnections to community agencies



The Guide



Diversion Case Plan Overview
• Omni’s Collaborative Family 

Engagement
• Lighthouse Academic Support
• Positive Extracurricular Activity –

could be other programming offered at 
Lighthouse

• Take Pause or Cop Club

RNR Case Planning Guide example 



What is Youth 
Mental Health 
Diversion?
(YMHD)

 Specialized diversion program for youth 
who have committed a law violation and:

 Are between 11 and 17  years of age at the 
time of the offense

 Has screened positive for mental illness or 
co-occurring mental illness and substance 
abuse use disorder or already has a 
verifiable diagnosis

 Scores at least a 7 on NYS and in the 
Caution Level in at least 2 scales on MAYSI-2

 Current allegations can be correlated to 
mental illness

 Designed to fast-track mental health 
services

 No cost to participate
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Mental Health Diversion Components
 After County Attorney approval, the Youth has an intake with the 

Diversion Officer and care manager:

 Explain the program requirements and expectations

 Schedule comprehensive evaluation within 2 weeks

 Mental Health

 Substance Abuse

 Trauma

 Family History/Dynamics

 May do other specific assessments (trauma, substance abuse, etc.)



Creating a YMHD case plan

Treatment components and goals are based on results of 
comprehensive evaluation and recommendations from provider

May include additional evaluations (i.e. trauma, psych)

Regular therapy 

Care management (life skills/goals)



Additional 
case plan 
components

• online course 
• reflection paper
• restorative justice
• restitution

Law violation requirements Law violation requirements 

Prosocial activity/Community programsProsocial activity/Community programs

Drug testing Drug testing 

Avoid further criminal activity/new law 
violations
Avoid further criminal activity/new law 
violations



YMHD Phases
Timelines may vary on a case-by-case basis. 
However, generally youth should move 
through the program through phases and 
average approximately 5 months in YMHD. 

Phase 1 (4-6 weeks)

• Initial intake and 
evaluation

• Show up to 85% of 
appointments

• Complete 1 law violation 
requirement



Phases cont.

Phase 2 (8 or more weeks)

• Keep attending 
therapy/care 
management

• Establish negative drug 
tests

• Complete all law 
violations requirements

• DLA scores

Phase 3 (3-4 weeks)

• Transition to after care 
program or ongoing 
outpatient therapy

• Incentives 
• Discharge meeting



Discharge

 Upon successful completion of a 
diversion program, the prosecuting 
attorney agrees not to file any 
charges on the offense that was 
diverted. Juvenile record is sealed.

 Withdrawal or termination from a 
diversion program will result in the 
prosecuting attorney filing the law 
violation(s) in juvenile court. 



Diversion Success by Year



Recidivism

No Recidivism
816 (74.7%)

1+ Additional Referrals –
Recidivism 
276 (25.3%)



Recidivism - LPD

Lower recidivism rate for 
those who successfully 
completed diversion. 



Recidivism – County Attorney

Lower recidivism rate for 
those who successfully 
completed diversion.  



Questions?
Chris Reid
Chief Deputy, Juvenile Division
Lancaster County Attorney’s Office
CReid@lancaster.ne.gov
(402) 441-7321

Laura Suhr
Assessment Specialist
Lincoln Lancaster County Human Services
LSuhr@lancaster.ne.gov
(402) 441-6539

Caroline Steffensmeier
Diversion Case Worker
Lincoln Lancaster County Human Services
CSteffensmeier@lancaster.ne.gov
(402) 441-4924

Lesley Ahrens
Quality Assurance Coordinator
Lincoln Lancaster County Human Services
LAhrens@lancaster.ne.gov
(402) 441-6327


