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Researchers have frequently studied the effectiveness of restorative justice practices. They 

examined how and when the different parties participate, how they experience the process and 

what the outcomes of the process are. This article intends to give an overview of empirical 

research done on the benefits of restorative justice practices. It will mainly focus on restorative 

justice in comparison to the traditional criminal justice system and will offer a closer look on 

some of the most interesting benefits of restorative justice. What does research tell us about the 

effectiveness of restorative justice? 

 

1. Participating in restorative justice 

 

Victims and offenders can have a variety of reasons for participating in restorative justice (RJ). 

Victims may take part because they want to meet the offender, have questions or are looking 

for a form of reparations for the harm caused. In many cases victims had questions concerning 

the crime and were in need of answers from the offender.1 These questions can concern what 

happened during the offense, the reason why the offender had harmed them and whether he or 

she had taken responsibility for it.2 A study on the motivation of victim-participants in Belgium 

and England showed that they expected that expressing their emotions and gaining insight in 

the crime would advance their healing.3 In some cases victims were concerned with the 

(criminal) future of the offender.4 They wanted or hoped that their dialogue would dissuade 

reoffending, which would lead to a safer society.5 Receiving compensation is also an important 

factor for victims to participate in RJ. Yet most victims emphasized that this is not because of 

their wish for money, but because it symbolises that they have been hurt and that the offender 

has recognized this.6 Victims tend to be more motivated to meet a young offender than an adult.7 

A few measures can be taken to increase the likelihood of victims participating, such as letting 

a trained professional explain how the RJ process works and letting the victim decide the date 

and time of the meeting.8 
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The motivations for offenders to join RJ practices vary as well. Most offenders want to take 

part in RJ because they want to offer to repay the harm that they have caused.9 Others are 

motivated by a wish to express their responsibility or remorse.10 In diversion cases, where RJ 

occurs next to regular court proceedings, RJ offers the criminal justice system the possibility to 

take a mediated agreement into account in further proceedings. In these cases the offender may 

be motivated by an intention to avoid appearance in court or to avoid prosecution.11  

 

The community can also play an important role in restorative justice practices. The concept of 

community can be interpreted as: a community of care (direct stakeholders such as family 

members or friends of the victim or the offender), a local community (indirect stakeholders 

such as neighbours or schools), a wider community (the public) etc. There are several reasons 

why these communities should be involved in RJ practices. First of all, following Christie’s 

argumentation that conflicts are property of the community, RJ helps to return ‘stolen’ conflict 

to their owners.12 The community is directly affected by offences and is thus a rightful 

participant of the RJ process. Secondly, participating in RJ will empower the community. By 

letting the community deal with its own conflict, it will grow stronger and more self-sufficient.13 

Thirdly, laypeople may have a better notion of the context of the conflict within the community, 

which can result in a better ability to deal with reintegration of offenders and communicating 

sympathy for victims.14 Lastly, the offender’s community of care may be better equipped to 

persuade the offender to take responsibility.15  

 

2. Restorative justice processes 

 

Research shows that RJ processes allow for more feelings of involvement and empowerment 

for both parties than in the traditional justice system.16 They offer the opportunity for victim’s 

needs and interests to be expressed and accounted for. In many cases the interest in achieving 

symbolic reparation is considered to be more important than any kind of material 

compensation.17 Offenders mention that they felt treated more fairly and that they experienced 

more satisfaction from RJ than through traditional justice.18 Another study showed that both 

parties associated restorative justice with fair treatment and conflict resolution.19 Furthermore, 

research in Belgium found that professionals (for example, police, lawyers and care providers) 
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have a positive attitude towards the idea of mediation.20 A bigger role for RJ can also help to 

reduce the caseload of courts. 

 

There is evidence that RJ is in many ways financially attractive. RJ produces lower costs of 

reconviction and is in that way economically preferable to the regular criminal justice system.21 

Answering to the phrase that ‘time is money’, an American study showed that VOM cases only 

took a third of the time that was needed for non-mediated cases.22 The cost saving function of 

RJ is even more significant when the health benefits (no more trips to counselling, therapists 

and post-trauma stress services) are considered as well.23 For example, meeting with the 

offender has shown to reduce post-traumatic stress symptoms (PTSS).24 Moreover, it can have 

therapeutic benefits for family members of homicide victims.25 Such long-term health benefits 

can reduce health costs paid by taxpayers.26 

 

3. Outcomes of restorative justice practices 

 

A meta-analysis found that restorative justice was more successful in improving victim and 

offender satisfaction, decreasing recidivism of offenders and increasing offender compliance 

with restitution when compared to more traditional criminal justice programmes.27 Victims and 

offenders are more satisfied through RJ than through conventional justice proceedings.28 

Although a self-selection bias should be taken into account here, research does show that RJ 

delivers satisfaction even when participants were offered little or no choice.29 Studies 

consistently state that RJ practices achieve at least 85% satisfaction among victims.30 They also 

mention that after the RJ process they felt less afraid that the offender would cause further harm 
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to them.31 If victims are not satisfied by the process, this can be linked to a lack of attention to 

their needs in the preparation of the RJ process.32 It can also be that more attention is given to 

offenders.33 

 

Restorative justice practices are also satisfactory for offenders. Offenders appreciate the 

opportunity to meet the victim, to actively participate and to express remorse.34 They are also 

said to have a more positive attitude towards police and law after RJ processes than those who 

were convicted through the traditional justice system.35 Moreover, research shows that 

conferencing often helped to strengthen the bonds between offenders and their friends or 

relatives.36 This reinforcement of social bonds can lead to an encouragement of desistance 

processes.37  

 

A New Zealand study of 108 young people confirmed that restorative justice seems to stimulate 

desistance more than the criminal justice system.38 The researchers found that some conference-

specific factors were relevant to reconviction, such as: feelings of remorse on the part of the 

offender; not being made to feel a bad person; feeling involved in decision making; agreeing 

with the outcome; and meeting and apologizing to the victim.39 This is confirmed by another 

Belgian study that found that RJ’s opportunity of confirming the desisters’ pro-social identity 

influences the process of desistance.40 In fact, multiple researchers state that RJ practices can 

play a role in reducing offender recidivism.41 An Austrian study investigated the recidivism rate 

in 361 VOM cases and 7,952 court cases. They found that for offenders without prior 

conviction, there was a recidivism rate of 14% for the VOM cases and 33% for cases that 

resulted in a fine.42 Another study showed that offenders in RJ programmes are less likely to 
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reoffend compared to a control group.43 This is a positive potential result for both parties, as 

victims expressed in multiple studies that they view desistance from crime as a form of 

reparations.44 

 

Researchers who evaluated two decades of RJ research state that 90% of RJ practices result in 

restitution agreements.45 When victims and offenders come to an agreement, this can result, 

among others, in a financial reparation, an explanation or excuses, written apologies to the 

victim, a promise not to reoffend or reparation in the form of services. In 80-90% of the cases, 

the agreements were executed accordingly.46 A comparative study found that 81% of youth 

participating in VOM completed their agreements, as opposed to 57% of youth who were not 

in the VOM program.47  

 

4. Recommendations for restorative justice practices 

 

Restorative justice offers another way of dealing with crime that takes the needs of victims, 

offenders and their communities into account.48 It is crucial though that RJ professionals 

continuously work towards a high quality practice. This includes providing a safe, neutral and 

confidential setting and attention for the wellbeing of all participants.49 Practitioners should be 

well trained and qualified for the job. They should also provide clear and honest information 

that allows involve parties to make an informed choice about participation.50 Moreover, the 

needs of those who have been harmed by criminal behaviour should be a priority whenever 

conducting RJ. Good RJ practices should allow victims to use their victimization to a 

constructive end, thus finding meaning in adversity.51 If standards are held high, restorative 

justice offer a more humane way in dealing with crime by putting the recovery of victims and 

the desistance of offenders first. It is also important to ensure that the justice system does not 

‘recuperate’ the mediation.52  

 

There is no evidence that certain types of offences or offenders are more or less suitable for 

restorative justice.53 Factors such as age, gender and ethnicity showed no difference in terms of 
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the benefits RJ can bring.54 There may however be certain cases that seem to be unfit for RJ 

practices because of the possibility of further harming the victim. This argument is often used 

to state that RJ is not fit for cases of sexual violence. The same goes for cases of domestic 

violence, in which there is often a power imbalance between the victim and the offender. Even 

if these cases are considered to be sensitive, it would still be valuable to offer RJ in these cases. 

The aim of RJ is to offer the victim a chance to confront the offender and to offer the offender 

a chance to make amends. Whether they choose to engage in RJ is completely up to them, but 

it is important to keep the options open whenever possible. Again, the most important thing 

here is for RJ practitioners to be aware of the specificity of the case and to maintain a high 

standard of quality in the process. 
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