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Stepping Home Elements - Restorative Justice 

Executive Summary 

 
Background: Restorative justice (RJ) aims to promote accountability and healing and to repair 
harm done to people and communities, often by bringing together impacted parties to 
determine collectively how amends can best be made (Rossner & Taylor, 2023). RJ may be used 
to refer to a number of different practices, such as conferencing, mediation, restitution, or 
community service. It has been implemented as a formal process through the court system and 
in school settings, and informally in communities around the world (Wood & Suzuki, 2016). RJ is 
a popular approach for youth involved in the juvenile legal system, and may be appealing as a 
non-punitive component of promoting accountability. This brief provides an overview of the RJ 
model and reviews the empirical evidence base on RJ with youth in the juvenile legal system, 
including critiques and concerns from researchers. Best practice findings regarding RJ and its 
impacts are also provided for counties to consider. 

Search Strategy: We searched the keywords “restorative justice,” “restorative justice juvenile,” 
“restorative justice youth,” and “restorative justice facility” in the following databases and 
resources: Google Scholar; Proquest Social Service Abstracts; National Criminal Justice 
Reference Service; Crime Solutions Program Profiles; and Criminal Justice Abstracts. Articles 
were included for consideration if they focused on restorative justice theory or practice with 
youth in the juvenile legal system. 

Results and Conclusion: There is an extensive body of quantitative and qualitative research 
evaluating various restorative justice practices. The two most extensive synthesis studies (one 
quantitative and one qualitative) are reviewed in detail to summarize the state of the research. 
Quantitative findings provide the strongest support for the RJ practice of victim-offender 
mediation, especially when used in cases of violent crime and with older youth who have longer 
histories of offending. Evidence regarding victim-offender mediation also indicates higher levels 
of victim and offender satisfaction with RJ compared to traditional legal system models. 



Quantitative results examining other forms of restorative justice practices are mixed, and it 
appears less effective with younger youth and lower-level cases. Qualitative findings describe 
how RJ effectively provides opportunities for different parties impacted by a conflict to 
communicate, to humanize and empathize with others, and to grow and heal in the process. 
Overall, research appears to support RJ over traditional court approaches. However, there are 
some gaps in the current evidence base and important limitations to consider with the model’s 
developmental and cultural sensitivity. Based on the current state of the evidence, we 
recommend counties explore RJ practices in line with best practice standards found in the 
literature. 

 

Overview of the Restorative Justice Model 

Restorative justice (RJ): There is no standard or universal definition for RJ (Daly, 2016), but three 
principles (Kimbrell et al., 2023) generally characterize most of the RJ umbrella: 

1. RJ aims to repair harm by taking steps to rectify wrongdoing and restore relationships; 

2. RJ is grounded in stakeholder involvement, meaning that the parties impacted by a harm 
are involved throughout the process; and 

3. RJ aims to center community members as experts and leaders in the process of making 
amends. 

RJ aims to promote accountability by denouncing certain behaviors, rather than individuals. The 
model also aims to collectively facilitate a learning process that helps individuals understand 
why an act occurred to better prevent it in the future and to address its impacts in ways that are 
responsive to that specific situation and those involved (Bazemore et al., 2005). RJ is not the 
“opposite” of traditional justice; it is another type of justice process that may or may not 
operate alongside conventional approaches (Daly, 2016). However, RJ is not compatible with 
punitive or retributive practices and may be undermined if implemented in these contexts 
(Bazemore et al., 2005). 

RJ history and current context: Since the 1980s, the restorative justice movement has expanded 
around the world, and some form of RJ exists in almost every state in the United States today 
(Rossner & Taylor, 2023). Public opinion on RJ is largely favorable, especially with youth, as it 
may offer a less punitive and more learning-oriented approach to accountability. 

In practice, RJ may be used at the point of arrest, diversion, sentencing, in probation, or in 
facilities (Kimbrell et al., 2023). RJ is mostly practiced in the community, but it may also be 
utilized in custodial settings to resolve conflicts or to help re-integrate youth back into the 
community during the re-entry process (Bazemore et al., 2005; Wallace & Wylie, 2013). 

Jurisdictions or organizations may utilize specific RJ interventions or promote a “restorative” 
culture that broadly applies RJ values and principles (Bazemore et al., 2005). Specific 
interventions include: 



• Victim-offender mediation: brings together willing, impacted individuals in facilitated 
dialogue to discuss the harm done and its effects and to provide an opportunity to take 
accountability for behavior and determine how to make amends. This is the most common 
RJ practice, and is also called conferencing, or dialogue (M. Umbreit & Armour, 2010). 

• Family-group conferencing or peacemaking circles: similar to mediation, but often bring 
larger groups into dialogue. 

• Other practices: victim-impact panels, reparative boards, community service, or restitution 
(Kimbrell et al., 2023). 

 

The Restorative Justice Evidence Base 

 
There is a large body of research evaluating RJ, including studies with youth convicted of who 
committed serious offenses. This includes syntheses of rigorous quantitative and qualitative 
studies, which are summarized below, as well as a comprehensive literature review conducted 
by The Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP). Overall, there is mixed 
but largely positive quantitative and qualitative evidence supporting RJ. However, most studies 
were conducted with youth in community-based settings (rather than those in facilities) and 
include samples of younger youth or adults with lower-level offenses. Thus, the research may 
not be entirely generalizable to the secure youth treatment facility (SYTF) population 
specifically. Below, we detail the two most extensive syntheses of quantitative and qualitative 
research evaluating RJ. 

Quantitative Findings: Multiple meta-analyses and systematic reviews have been conducted to 
summarize quantitative research on restorative justice with youth (Lipsey, 2009; Livingstone et 
al., 2013; Nugent et al., 2003; Strang et al., 2013; Wilson et al., 2018; Wong et al., 2016), with the 
most recent and comprehensive meta-analysis (Kimbrell et al., 2023) summarized below. Meta-
analyses and systematic reviews offer important tools for drawing conclusions about research 
evidence. These techniques use rigorous methods to compare the results of multiple similar 
research studies on a topic, which provides stronger and more robust takeaways such as 
whether a result has been replicated in multiple locations, groups, or periods in time (Ahn & 
Kang, 2018). 

Kimbrell et al., 2023 

This study synthesizes the results of 79 high quality evaluations (experimental or quasi- 
experimental designs with comparison groups). Studies were included if they focused on youth 
ages 18 and under in the juvenile legal system (formally adjudicated or diverted). Results 
examine differences in outcomes among youth in programs with an RJ component compared to 
those in traditional juvenile legal system programs. Outcomes examined include delinquency 
(any measure of criminal behavior like arrest or police contact, including both official and self- 

https://ojjdp.ojp.gov/model-programs-guide/literature-reviews/restorative-justice-for-juveniles#4


reported) and non-delinquency outcomes like rates of participant satisfaction, perception of 
fairness, restitution compliance, and reparation of harm. 

 
Results: 

• Results for non-delinquency outcomes were the strongest, with large and statistically 
significant effect sizes for victim and youth ratings of fairness for RJ programs compared to 
traditional programs. 

• Findings also indicated greater participant satisfaction with RJ programs, with large and 
significant effect sizes for victims, and smaller and non-significant effects for youth 
offenders. 

• Outcomes comparing changes in youth attitudes about delinquency and completion of 
restitution between RJ and traditional programs were not significant. 

• Results for delinquency outcomes were promising, but more inconclusive. Evidence favored 
RJ programs as more effective in reducing future offending, but effect sizes were smaller in 
the studies that used more rigorous designs. 

• Victim-offender conferencing and hybrid RJ programs (which combined multiple RJ 
practices) showed the largest effects in reducing delinquency, while other RJ approaches 
had very small or negligible effect sizes. 

• The study also compared different components of RJ programs, and found that including 
community service or restitution had small, but positive effects. However, having family 
present or making an apology did not significantly impact outcomes, counter to the authors’ 
hypotheses. 

 
Research on RJ in Transition Age Youth: a major limitation of current RJ research is that it does 
not examine RJ programs specifically for transition age youth (TAY: ages 18-25). TAY comprise 
an important demographic in the juvenile system, with distinct needs and experiences 
compared to younger youth or adults (Farrington et al., 2012). RJ research to date seems to 
focus either on youth under age 18, or adults (generally defined as 18 and over). Thus, despite 
some researchers calls to examine RJ specifically in the TAY population (Horan, 2015), and 
support for RJ with individuals over 18, there is not research to date providing evidence on RJ 
specifically for the 18-25 population. 

For example, a Campbell Systematic Review of 10 randomized trials examined the effectiveness 
of RJ conferencing on recidivism (defined as reconviction within two years of completing the 
program) and cost savings in the United Kingdom (Sherman et al., 2015). The review classifies 
participants by offense type (violent, property, robbery, burglary, or assault) charges, and age 
bracket at time of offense (under age 14, under age 18, over age 18, or under age 30). Results 
showed that on average across studies, conferences were associated with a modest reduction 
in recidivism, and a notable improvement in cost savings compared to the jurisdictions’ 
treatment as usual. However, results were not separated out by offense type or with more 



specific information on age, limiting the ability to draw conclusions about generalizability to 
specific groups. 

 

Takeaways: Overall, evidence supports RJ programs over traditional juvenile justice approaches 
on several measures, including participant satisfaction, perceived fairness, and delinquency. 
However, there were several limits to the findings, including differing definitions of delinquency 
across studies. Continued research using more rigorous designs and examining potential 
demographic (e.g.., age, race, gender) and case-related (e.g., charge type and severity, 
disposition) differences is necessary to understand how the results may generalize to the SYTF 
population, which is comprised of older youth with more severe charges than those of most of 
the studies in this meta-analysis. 

Qualitative Findings: There are also a number of qualitative studies examining participants’ 
experiences with RJ programs for youth. One extensive meta-synthesis of qualitative research 
on RJ is detailed below. 

Suzuki & Yuan, 2021 

This review synthesizes the body of qualitative research on RJ. The authors report findings from 
27 studies, 11 of which focused on youth, and 18 of which included cases involving serious and 
violent crimes. Studies were included if they conducted in-depth interviews with victims or 
youth who committed crimes about their experiences in RJ, and were rated as quality 
qualitative studies using standardized criteria. 

Results: The synthesis produced three overarching themes illuminating how RJ works. 

 
1. The authors describe that RJ provides “opportunities for humanization, learning, and putting 

emotions of individuals who committed a crime (offenders) and victims at the center of 
conflict solving.” 

a. Participants across studies expressed appreciation for the high-quality interactions 
they had in the RJ process. 

b. For offenders, these interactions helped them to better understand the impact of their 
behavior and grapple with emotions of shame and guilt. 

c. For victims, these interactions helped them reframe offenders as individuals who made 
mistakes and better understand the reasons for their crimes, which also alleviated self-
blame for some victims. 

2. The authors describe how RJ promotes: “support networks and mechanisms for 
communication between individuals who committed a crime and victims.” 

a. Participants described how the sense of community and relationship building in the RJ 
process helped them set appropriate expectations, fostered a greater sense of fairness 
and safety, and provided support for each party throughout the process. 



3. The authors describe how RJ facilitates “a life changing journey enshrined in healing.” 

a. Across studies, both victims and offenders described RJ as impactful in changing their 
lives. 

b. For those who committed a crime, RJ helped advance their process of desistance by 
expanding their understanding of the impacts of their behavior to further emphasize 
reasons for change. 

c. For victims, RJ helped provide a sense of closure to move forward from the crime, and 
helped demonstrate the community’s support for them. 

 
Research on RJ and Serious Offenses: one of the limitations of this meta-synthesis is that it 
does not distinguish results for serious and less serious offenses, which limits ability to make 
inferences about how the process of RJ may affect youth with different kinds of charges. 
However, a few of the individual studies examined in this meta-synthesis focused specifically on 
violent and serious charges only, and thus may offer some potential insight into RJ for serious 
cases. These results should be taken in context as individual studies and not compared to each 
other directly though, since they are not being compared through a formal meta-synthesis 
process. 

Five studies (Claes & Shapland, 2016; M. S. Umbreit & Vos, 2000; Van Camp & Wemmers, 2013; 
Walters, 2015; Walters & Hoyle, 2012) examined in Suzuki et. al., conducted qualitative research 
on RJ for serious offenses, defined as homicide, violent crime, hate crimes, or serious (but 
unspecified) charges. Four of these five studies were conducted in Europe and Canada, and one 
in the United States. Age was not specified in most studies; studies seem to have been set in an 
adult criminal court context. Each study looked at different processes including the potential to 
promote desistance, experiences of those participating in the RJ process, factors contributing 
to victim satisfaction, therapeutic benefits, and potential of RJ to respond to hate crimes. From 
these studies, it does seem that individuals engaging in or impacted by serious crimes 
benefitted from the RJ process. For example, some offenders realized the impact of offending 
and felt increased motivation not to re-offend (Claes & Shapland, 2016), other participants 
appreciated the structure of the RJ process and encounter (Umbreit & Vos, 2000), and some 
participants felt that the experience helped them heal (Van Camp & Wemmers, 2013; Walters, 
2015; Walters & Hoyle, 2011). 

Takeaways: Overall, the authors conclude that RJ helps promote transformation in those 
impacted by a crime through a relational process supported by community. However, there are 
some limitations to this meta-analysis. First, though the authors did not find systematic 
differences in results focused on youth or adult offenders, they believe that additional research 
explicitly examining differences in the process of RJ between these groups is important. 

Additionally, some studies included were ambiguous or vague in methods or results, which 
constrained the author’s efforts to synthesize findings. Finally, several studies focused on lower- 
level offenses, or did not differentiate results for lesser and more severe offenses, which may 
limit the generalizability to the SYTF population. 



Critiques and Additional Considerations for RJ 

 
Overall, there is a well-established, international body of quantitative and qualitative evidence 
supporting RJ, especially compared to traditional justice processes. However, there are some 
important gaps in research on the model’s developmental and cultural sensitivity that should be 
considered. Additionally, RJ has also been widely critiqued, and these concerns should be 
weighed alongside empirical evidence on RJ. More research is needed examining how 
developmental processes and cultural differences influence RJ to better understand how the 
approach works with diverse youth. 

Developmental appropriateness of RJ: RJ is often viewed as a promising, non-punitive approach 
to help youth learn to take accountability for their behavior. The public is often especially 
supportive of RJ with youth, recognizing the research on adolescent brain development which 
demonstrates that young people’s brains are not fully developed, providing them with greater 
plasticity and capacity for change as well as greater susceptibility to peer influence. However, 
scholars have raised concerns about the developmental appropriateness of RJ with youth. 
Through this same developmental neuroscience research, some of the core mechanisms 
through which RJ operates may not be as effective. 

In their comprehensive analysis of the developmental appropriateness of RJ with youth, Suzuki 
and Wood (2018) elaborate on a number of unanswered questions and concerns that are 
particularly important when considering implementing RJ with youth, and which merit further 
research: 

• Effective RJ depends on voluntary participation to prevent re-victimization and promote 
buy-in. However, youth may struggle more with understanding their rights and the 
differences between voluntary and mandated programs. Youth may be more likely to feel 
coerced into participation or view the alternative as worse, rather than participate out of a 
genuine desire to restore the effects of their actions. 

• Effective RJ conferencing depends on productive communication and dialogue. However, 
youth, and especially youth in the juvenile legal system, may struggle more with expressing 
themselves as a result of factors including nervousness, immaturity, learning disabilities, or 
lack of recall. If young people’s communication difficulties are perceived as rude or insincere, 
the RJ process could be detrimental. 

• Effective RJ facilitates empathy, where both victims and offenders express how they feel 
and gain greater understanding of each other. However, research indicates that youth may 
not have the emotional and cognitive maturity to process how the effects of their actions 
unfolded on others over time. 

• Effective RJ requires inclusive and collaborative dynamics. However, there is an inherent 
power imbalance between youth and adults involved in RJ practices, which may lead youth 
to shut down and defer to adults, or feel coerced to accept adults’ solutions. 

• Even if RJ is effective in the moment, youth are especially susceptible to peer influence and 
impulsivity, and may resort to prior behaviors when they return to their community or peers. 



Cultural sensitivity of RJ: Some proponents of RJ argue that the elevated role of community 
members in RJ allows this approach to be more culturally responsive and adaptive to local 
values and beliefs than traditional processes of juvenile legal system. However, others argue 
that RJ may project inappropriate or insensitive expectations onto participants, and that there is 
not sufficient research examining how the model engages different cultural competencies. 

These concerns are summarized below: 

 
• RJ may be overly influenced by white and Eurocentric views of justice. The types of harms 

addressed through RJ are often those determined by stakeholders of the traditional juvenile 
and criminal legal systems and are defined by the state. RJ programs institutionalized 
through the state also may simply perpetuate dominant traditional values and approaches in 
different forms (Wood & Suzuki, 2016). 

• There is minimal research examining how RJ intersects with or respects other cultural values 
or beliefs around accountability, collective efficacy (beliefs about how the larger 

• group comes together to influence behavior), or communication norms. There is also 
insufficient research examining how RJ may differ among individuals with varying social 
capital, or its differential effects on those facing greater social marginalization (Wood & 
Suzuki, 2016) 

• RJ can promote blame and hold individuals accountable for crime, often without addressing 
the larger structural conditions that influenced their actions. Victims or offenders may feel 
stigmatized or threatened by the other parties and their supporters, without recognition of 
the larger context (Wallace & Wylie, 2013; Wood & Suzuki, 2016) 

Other relevant critiques of RJ: Finally, there are a number of additional conceptual, practical, and 
ethical critiques of RJ which are relevant when determining whether to pursue this model: 

 
• The term RJ is somewhat vague, often used indeterminately as a catch-all for practices that 

aim to be less retributive or punitive. Practices described as RJ should be evaluated 
thoroughly as they may not reflect the components of the model’s approaches that have 
been empirically tested (Johnstone, 2013; Wood & Suzuki, 2016). 

• RJ often perpetuates an artificial distinction between victim and offender, labeling 
individuals and groups as one or the other. In reality, this line is often gray, and some people 
impacted by harm have both experienced and perpetrated it (Cunneen & Goldson, 2015; 
Johnstone, 2013). 

• RJ goals may be aspirational in that not every victim will empathize with offenders or accept 
apologies, and not every offender will recognize their impact or apologize (Cunneen & 
Goldson, 2015). 

• RJ may contribute to net-widening, bringing more young people to the attention of the legal 
system when the model used for lesser offenses where there is no identifiable victim, harms 



are negligible, and youth are unlikely to reoffend (Cunneen & Goldson, 2015; Wood & Suzuki, 
2016) 

• RJ elevates community members and individuals in decisions about how to make amends, 
but there is limited research examining whether these community-driven suggestions are 
actually less punitive than those determined by a court, or how “Due Process” protections 
such as representation or presumption of innocence fit into RJ (Cunneen & Goldson, 2015). 

• RJ is sometimes added as an alternative approach within juvenile and criminal legal systems 
that remain otherwise punitive. This may undermine the model’s restorative efforts and does 
not transform the systems (Rossner & Taylor, 2023) 

• Repairing harm often requires a long and intentional process of relationship and trust 
building, which is difficult to accomplish in the single-session conference form that RJ often 
takes (Wood & Suzuki, 2016) 

 

Best Practice Takeaways 

In light of the empirical evidence supporting RJ as well as the valid concerns surrounding the 
model, counties should incorporate the following best practices where research indicates that 
RJ is most impactful: 

 
RJ seems to be most impactful with older youth, and with serious and/or violent offenses 
(Wood & Suzuki, 2016). 

Facilitation is key in RJ, so it is important to invest in appropriate training and support for 
facilitators and to ensure they have the capacity and time to fully prepare and support 
participants (Bolitho & Bruce, 2017). 

Counties should be mindful of how RJ fits into the larger context and climate of programs and 
services currently provided and strive to ensure compatibility of RJ throughout their 
jurisdictions. 

Counties should be mindful of developmental and cultural considerations, and possible limits of 
RJ in meeting these needs. 
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