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Overview 

• A little personal history 

• Campbell Systematic Reviews and the evidence on 

diversion, court disposals and sentencing 

• The Evidence on Out of Court Disposals

• Operation Turning Point 

• Summarising the best evidence on diversion 
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Police Chief (Thames Valley and 

National Policing Improvement Agency)

Academic – Researcher, author 

and teacher at Cambridge 

A “Pracademic” career 



From Police 
Constable to Chief 
Constable and 
Academic



Instant Cautions, Implementing Cautioning, Family 
Group Conferencing and Youth Justice Teams



Restorative 
Justice and 
Neighbourhood 
Justice 



“An Apology for 
a Chief 
Constable” 
(Richard 
Littejohn, Sun)



The ACPO Gravity Factors Matrix 



Better Evidence for a Better World



A growing recognition that prisons are not working..



Campbell Policy Brief on Sentencing



The Brief 
in Brief



Scared Straight Backfires



Curfews backfire



Yet community sentences and Out of Court Disposals 
can work 



“…Based on the evidence 
presented in this report, juvenile 
system processing appears to 
not have a crime control effect, 
and across all measures 
appears to increase 
delinquency….”



And the Police can make a difference





And Restorative Justice is one intervention that can 
work



UK Developments on diversion and out of court disposals  



Falling levels of Out of Court Disposals



Offences Brought to Justice fall by 50%, OOCD by 
more than 75% in 10 years



England & Wales, 2002-2015: base of 2002

Approximate Cambridge CHI



And an upward march of violent crime..



Home Office and The Ministry of Justice “reforms” 
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From the present…

Arrest or street 

processing 

Gravity Factors 

Matrix +

Instant Offence +

Previous convictions

Prosecution

Out of Court 

Disposals

Current model: - report of crime/arrest + evidence + 

seriousness of offence = disposal decision





Offender desistance policing (Sherman and Neyroud, 

2012)  
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Harm prediction rather than offence being dealt with



Does “it” work? For whom? How? Why? 

https://www.npcc.police.uk/Publication/NPCC%20Out%20of%20Court%20Disposals%20Evidence%20assessment%20FINAL%20June%202018.pdf



Using the best evidence of effectiveness



Police RCTs 1970-2016: Pre-court diversion RCTs



Combined with the Lessons from the non-experimental 

evidence 

• Speed matters: Instant cautions work better than deferred (Giller, 
1981)

• Cautions may “net-widen” (Farrington and Bennett, 1981) and act as 
a Gateway to prosecution (Kemp and Gelsthorpe, 2012)

• Cautioning may be discriminatory (Landau and Nathan, 1983 and 
Lammy, 2018)

• Cautions have not always been applied consistently (Mott, 1983, 
Laycock and Tarling, 1985, Giller and Tutt, 1987, Sandars, 1988 and 
Evans and Wilkinson, 1990)

• Cautions using restorative justice may reduce reoffending (Young 
and Goold, 1999 and Strang et al., 2013)

• Diversion for drug offenders look promising (Harvey et al., 2007 and 
Collins et al., 2015)



The Turning Point Project: testing prosecution 

against pre-court diversion  

Lawrence Sherman

Peter Neyroud

Molly Slothower

Jamie Hobday

Barak Ariel

Eleanor Neyroud

Geoffrey Barnes
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Deterrence and Desistance: Operation 

Turning Point

• Hypothesis is that police can prevent crime by a combined treatment 

• Holding a prosecution over the offender (Deterrence)

• Agreeing a contract to support the offender to stop offending 

(Desistance)

• But insisting on compliance in return for non-prosecution 

(Deterrence) 

• Treatment is a deferred prosecution with conditions, targeted at the 

60+% of offenders who can be assessed as a “low risk of serious 

harm”’

• Method is an Randomised Controlled Trial
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Operation ‘Turning Point’

• Sample: offenders whom the police have decided to prosecute, who 

are:

• Low risk offenders

• Who have no previous conviction (they may have previous cautions 

or other diversions) 

• or one prior conviction (more than 5 years ago if an adult and 2 years 

ago if juvenile).

• And offence is not likely to result in instant prison sentence 

• Randomly assigning them to prosecution or police offender 

management

• Developing and testing a standard protocol of tactics for police offender 

management



Sample of 414 first and second offenders 

whom the police have decided to prosecute

Prosecution = 

208
Turning Point =206

Which has less crime? Cost? Victim satisfaction?

Random 

assignment=414
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What’s Involved?

• Voluntary 
participation

• Agreed ‘Turning-
Point Plan’

• Compliance = no 
prosecution

• Non-compliance

• Failure to keep to plan

• Reoffending

Breach

Prosecution



3 Key Findings

Compared to standard prosecution, Offender Management by Turning 
Point (Deferred Prosecution With a Plan) caused these effects:

1. Reduced crime harm by 36%

2. Increased justice imposed by 34%

3. Reduced cost of justice by 45%
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1. Reduced Crime Harm by 36%
Average, per offender, over 2 years

after initial arrest
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Cambridge Crime Harm Index
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Difference in Total Days of Potential

Imprisonment Over 2 Years

Prosecution

27,872 days

Over 365 = 

76 years in prison

= 5 homicides

= 76 robberies

= 15 rapes 

= 1,394 burglary dwellings   

Turning Point

17,922 days

Over 365 =

49 years in prison

=    2   fewer homicides 

=  27   fewer robberies

=    5   fewer rapes

= 498  fewer burglaries  
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2. Increased “Justice” Imposed by 34%

• Offer to have NO record

• BUT ONLY

• as a carrot for compliance 
with immediate treatment

• Versus bail to court

• If fail to keep promise to

• Undertake a plan

• Then breach, prosecute
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Diversion vs. Prosecution 
% “Punishment” Defined as “Consequences”

PROSECUTION

70% Consequences 

TPP DEFERRAL

94% Consequences

34% higher in TPP

d=.64, p=.000
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What About Victims?

• How does diversion square with the goal of retribution for victim?

• The idea that prosecution = retribution is not evidence-based

• The claim that victims prefer prevention IS evidence-based 

• What really happened with prosecution?
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Prosecution Outcomes
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Not 
Guilty/Withdra
wn/Dismissed

33%

Conditional 
Discharge

10%

Fine
23%

Suspended 
Imprisonment

5%

Imprisonment 
2%

Community 
Order/Referral

27%



Birmingham Turning Point Hypotheses:

 Victims widely share the underlying 

goal of stopping it from happening 

again

 Victims will be happy with out-of-

court disposals as long as they feel 

the police respect them, care about 

them, and are doing something in 

their interest

 How police explain the outcome 

will matter: reducing reoffending as 

a legitimate police goal

Molly Slothower
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Sample

• 142 Victims of cases randomly assigned 
to prosecution or Turning Point over a 6-
month period

• 70% response rate



The victim conversation

1. RJ Questions: How has this impacted you/others? How 

did you feel then/now? Hardest part for you? 

2. Explicitly state each impact back to the victim

3. Court: Explain outcomes received by Turning Point 

cases assigned to court 

4. Address impacts: Explain how Turning Point would try to 

address each impact, including stopping the crime 

from happening again to the victim/others

5. Identify underlying goals: “why?”



“Satisfied” or “Very Satisfied”
45% increase for TPP
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The Big Difference?

Turning Point sample was more likely to think 

what happened in their case is going to stop the 

offender from doing it again.

…effect was not likely without attention to communication
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3. Reduced cost of justice by 45%
All costs of processing (All Courts, CPS, Police)

Court

• Total Cost £366,501.40

• Average Per Person 

1762.03

TPP

• Total Cost  

£201,332.60

• Average per person 

977.34
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45% Less total cost

TPP saved £165,000 over 206 cases 



And new evidence TESTED in the UK…

Triage + Navigators 

setting conditions on 

deferred prosecution 

Live Experimental stage 



Field Experiments and Replications under way



Conclusions 

of the 

Evidence 

Review? 

“Out of Court Disposals, whether with conditions or 

without, are effective, compared to court prosecution, 

at reducing harm and reoffending and sustaining 

victim confidence and satisfaction. This finding 

applies to young offenders, young adults and 

adults” 



Low risk? 

Hate Crime? 

Domestic 

Violence?

OOCD’s are effective with low harm, low risk 

offenders but they may also be effective with 

moderate risk offenders

OOCD’s with conditions appear to be promising in 

reducing harm, including domestic violence



Implementing 

well matters 

In order to be effective, OOCD’s with conditions must 
be implemented well and three areas require 
particular attention: 

• the eligibility screening of offenders; 

• the needs assessment to match conditions to the 
offender; 

• the setting and tracking of conditions



Questions?
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