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1. Introduction 
 
One of the most significant developments in the field of criminal justice in recent 
years has been the emergence of a wide range of restorative justice/community 
justice programs. The significance of the movement can be seen by the 
passage of a declaration of basic principles on the use of restorative justice 
programs in criminal matters at the April, 2002 session of the United Nations 
Commission on Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice. The focus on 
restorative justice has come about because current policies and practices in 
criminal justice have not proven especially effective in reducing crime and in 
offering citizens confidence in and support from their legal authorities.  
 
According to Levrant et al. (1999), restorative justice has intuitive appeal to both 
the politically conservative and politically liberal camps since both support the 
emphasis on the needs of the victim and holding offenders accountable (Clear 
1994; Zehr 1990). For liberals, the process is more humanistic and balanced 
because it focuses on repairing the harm to victims and communities through 
negotiation, mediation, victim empowerment and reparation (Van Ness 1986; 
Bazemore & Maloney 1994). The “get-tough” politicians feel as though they are 
being effective by securing more justice for victims. 
 
Restorative justice approaches are often viewed as “soft justice” or “no justice” 
by traditionalists who see the function of the criminal law to be that of 
punishment or retribution. But, as stated in the Handbook on Justice for Victims 
on the Use and Application of the United Nations Declaration of Basic Principles 
of Justice for Victims of Crime and Abuse of Power (E/CN.15/1998/CRP.4/add.1 
17 April 1998), "Restorative justice is actually only a new term for an old 
concept. Throughout the history of humankind restorative justice approaches 
have been used in order to solve conflicts between parties and to restore peace 
to communities." (p.52). The terms restitution, reparation, compensation, 
reconciliation, atonement, redress, community service, mediation and 
indemnification are all used within the literature to refer to restorative justice 
responses. This indicates that the term “Restorative Justice” embraces 
concepts which do not necessarily have a common meaning, nor do existing 
programs and procedures in “Restorative Justice” necessarily give the same 
weight to all aspects involved. This creates major problems for evaluation since 
there is no single restorative justice model but a myriad variety of individually 
designed programs (Friday, 1999).  
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Restorative justice is holistic. It places emphasis on and puts into perspective 
the ways in which crime disrupts relations between people in a community 
(Center for Restorative Justice and Mediation 1996). Restorative Justice is a 
means to repair the break or strain in social relationships (Wilmerding 1997) 
while attempting to hold offenders accountable in the hopes of strengthening 
community bonds and providing crime victims an opportunity to regain their 
personal power (Center for Restorative Justice and Mediation 1996). 
 
Restorative justice is both a process and an outcome. It does not proffer a 
particular program, although programs and practices may be classified by the 
extent to which they advance restorative justice concepts. The use of the term 
Restorative Justice is an effort to create an over-arching concept employing 
assumptions and processes different than those in a retributive or rehabilitative 
criminal justice process. The retributive process is a process that focuses 
primarily on the offender and the State. The retributive criminal justice system 
focuses on process rather than outcome, although there is an implied 
assumption of deterrence. It appears that the overriding issue is whether fair 
procedures are followed, not whether they produce a just result, a fair outcome 
for the accused, satisfaction for the victim or harmony in the community to 
which both the offender and victim belong. (McElrea 1995). The rehabilitative 
criminal justice process, on the other hand, concentrates primarily on the needs 
of offenders to be rehabilitated often ignoring the needs and fears of the victims 
and the public. 
 
Restorative Justice, sometimes referred to as the Balanced and Restorative 
Justice Model, seeks to address the need for sanctioning based on 
accountability measures that attempt to restore victims and also clearly 
denounce and provide meaningful consequences for offensive behavior, offer 
rehabilitation and reintegration of offenders, and enhance community safety and 
security (Bazemore & Umbreit 1995). Thus, there are three primary 
stakeholders from a restorative justice perspective: victim, offender and 
community. In the preamble of the 2002 Restorative Justice declaration on 
restorative justice passed by the United Nations Commission in Vienna, “… this 
approach provides an opportunity for victims to obtain reparation, feel safer and 
seek closure; allows offenders to gain insight into the causes and effects of their 
behavior and to take responsibility in a meaningful way; and, enables 
communities to understand the underlying causes of crime, to promote 
community well-being and to prevent crime …” (United Nations 2002,1).  
 
Sharpe (1998, 7) has succinctly reduced the goals of restorative justice, 
regardless of how it is implemented, to:  
 
• invite full participation and consensus; 
 
• heal what has been broken; 
 
• seek full and direct accountability; 
 
• reunite what has been divided; and 
 
• strengthen the community, to prevent further harms.  
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The framework of restorative justice is, therefore, a combined emphasis on a 
“triangular web of interdependency” (Smith 2001, 3), victims, offender, and 
community, with three priorities: 
 
• Restoration: Concern for providing services and support to victims whether or 

not there is an arrest. Restoration of community and social bonds is key to 
victim support as well as the prevention of future victimization. Restoration 
includes restoration or reparation of harm to the victim and restoration of 
offenders to community life through the acknowledgment of the harm done 
and the willingness to take accountability for their actions and their victims.  

 
• Accountability: Restitution, community service and victim-offender mediation 

create an awareness in offenders of the harmful consequences of their 
actions for victims, require offenders to take action to make amends to 
victims, and, in the case of symbolic restitution, to the community. Whenever 
possible, victims should be directly involved.  

 
• Community protection: Intermediate, community-based surveillance and 

sanctioning systems channel the offender's time and energy into productive 
activities. A positive objective of this process is to provide supervision and 
provide incentives for offenders to make self-improvements by becoming 
competent - gain work experience, develop skills, interact positively in 
society and publicly demonstrate productive, competent behavior. 

 
Paul McCold (2001) asks the ultimate question: What constitutes success? 
Empirical data on the effectiveness of restorative justice programs is relatively 
scarce and usually restricted to individual programs without wide-spread 
generalizability. For a comprehensive evaluation of both the process and 
outcome aspects of restorative justice, five critical issues should be addressed: 
1) Do victims experience justice; 2) Do offenders experience justice; 3) Is the 
victim-offender relationship addressed; 4) Are community concerns being taken 
into account; and 5) Is the future addressed? (Zehr 1990).  
 
In general, evaluation research has focused more on the victim and the offender 
and less on the role of the community. John Braithwaite (2002) and Paul 
McCold (2001) both offer very comprehensive compilations of evaluation 
research in restorative justice. The bulk of the research they review is generally 
limited to the restoration and accountability dimensions. Even at that, the 
findings are mixed in terms of victim satisfaction. Most of the research has 
focused on direct or indirect victim/offender mediation and family group or 
community group conferencing. Umbreit and Warner-Roberts (1996) looked at 
victim-offender mediation programs in Coventry and Leeds (UK). They looked at 
those who participated in direct and indirect mediation and in court. Victims 
rated indirect mediation as fair and as satisfying as court, but much less 
satisfying than direct mediation while offenders rated the indirect mediation as 
high or higher than direct mediation. Both victims and offenders felt the 
mediation process to be more satisfying than court. Pennell and Burford (1996) 
found very high levels of satisfaction in their study of family group conferences 
for family violence in Canada. Similar results were reported by Clairmont 
(1994), Hsien (1996) and Braithwaite (1999). Maxwell and Morris (1993) 
reported for family group conferences that in the early years in New Zealand 
only 51% of the victims were satisfied with the attendance of the conference 
compared to 84% of the offenders, 91% of the police officers and 85% of the 
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other participants. Significantly, 25% reported that they felt even worse after 
attending a family group conference, a result which was supported by Daly 
(1996) and Strang and Sherman (1997).  
 
The rate of satisfaction of offenders in the restorative justice process is also 
mixed. The levels of satisfaction range between 80 and 95 per cent (Umbreit 
1996; McCold & Stahr 1996; Coates & Gehm 1985; Dignan 1990). Juveniles 
who participated in mediation programs in Sweden generally looked on the 
process as being fair (BRÅ 1999). The Swedish study also showed, through 
interviews, that when offenders met with individual victims their negative, 
contemptuous attitudes were reduced as a result of mediation. Attitudes toward 
representatives of businesses, however, were only marginally changed. 
 
McCold reviewed the various satisfaction indices and developed a common 
scale to assess them. He concluded: “These findings generally confirm the 
conclusions about restorative justice programs made two decades ago: 
disputing parties typically hold positive views of restorative justice programs; 
they feel satisfied with the process and would return under similar 
circumstances in the future. Assessments involving different settings and types 
of disputes found disputants perceived the outcomes of mediation hearings to 
be significantly fairer than those of court proceedings.” (2001, 20) 
Studies emphasizing participant satisfaction are important for addressing the 
process of restoring justice and the impact restorative justice has on the 
participants. McCold and Wachtel (2000) have ultimately concluded that much 
of the variation in the outcomes is related to the extent to which the programs 
follow restorative justice principles. 
 
 
2. Restorative Justice and Community 
 
The community is the third party to the process. So, what is the impact of 
restorative justice processes on the community? What, in reality, should be 
considered the community? According to McCold (1996), the community cannot 
be specifically defined a priori within the restorative justice paradigm. What 
constitutes the “community”, says McCold, depends upon the nature of the 
conflict. The community, as a stakeholder in any given conflict will be 
dependent upon a number of factors, including the level of harm inflicted, the 
relationship of the disputants and the aggregation represented. But this 
perspective tends to define community merely in terms of those surrounding the 
disputants. To the general public, community is something much larger.  
 
The community, qua community, is an entity that suffers harm when a crime is 
committed. It suffers the loss of sense of safety, and the generalized community 
requires some assurance that something is being done about it and that “steps 
are being taken to discourage its occurrence.” (Zehr 1990, 194-195) An 
underlying assumption of the retributive justice process is that punishment acts 
as a deterrent to future crime. While the general issue of deterrence has been 
debated for decades (see Zimring 1971), from a practical perspective, citizens 
of a community want to feel safe and to believe that whatever processes are 
invoked in response to crime, that offenders will not perpetrate further harm. 
Most citizens on a day-to-day basis are not involved in their communities except 
as they follow their own routine activities. In general, they merely want to go 
about their activities in peace and safety. 
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Restorative justice advocates stress the need for addressing the anger in 
communities by dealing with injustice or finding mechanisms to recover from the 
psychological injury caused (Gehm 1992) or to restore a sense of fairness 
(Harris 1989). McCold (1996, 96) lists five general needs of communities (1) a 
sense of justice; (2) community empowerment in conflict resolution; (3) re-
establishment of peaceful relationships; (4) a sense of safety and hopefulness; 
and (5) concrete actions to prevent the recurrence of similar conflicts.  
 
In reality, the general public is less philosophical and more practical. While not 
minimizing the broad range of community needs, how well do restorative justice 
programs address the primary concerns of individuals on a daily basis: their 
safety. How well do restorative justice programs prevent the recurrence of the 
conflict? How effective are the programs in reducing recidivism? If community is 
one of the primary stakeholders in the restorative justice process, then there is 
a need for an answer to these questions. Levrant et al. (1999) argue effectively 
that the rehabilitative approach to crime control lost many of its supporters 
because, as the bottom line, it failed to reduce recidivism and protect public 
safety. Reducing offender recidivism is one measure of how well restorative 
justice programs meet the needs of a community that were created by a 
criminal offense. Like the general demise of the rehabilitative model, the public 
safety element of justice is a make-or-break issue. Restorative justice 
evaluations cannot ignore this important aspect. 
 
The impact of the restorative justice process on recidivism is not well 
documented. Walgrave (1993) pointed out in this context that even if one uses a 
broad definition of restorative justice programs none, at least, show an increase 
in the recidivism rate. Some research on Victim-Offender mediation show lower 
rates of recidivism for participants than for offenders experiencing the traditional 
juvenile justice system processing (Pate 1990; Nugent & Paddock 1995; Wynne 
1996), but Rock (1992) found no differences in the VOM projects studied in 
Texas. Maxwell and Morris (1996), in an early study, were under the impression 
that family group conferences in New Zealand showed, at least, that they 
produced no higher rates of recidivism than the traditional responses. One thing 
suggested, however, is that there might be a selection process that effects the 
outcome measures. Forsythe (1995) concluded for Wagga Wagga, Australia, 
that lower recidivism rates for restorative justice participants were likely due to 
more serious cases going to court. The same selection effect was also 
considered as a factor in assessing the impact of family conferencing in 
Singapore, where 2% of the conference participants re-offended in contrast with 
30% of offenders going to court during the same period. (Chan 1996). 
 
Maxwell and Morris (2001) traced offenders participating in Family Group 
Conferences (FGC) and categorized them in three groups: the non-reconvicted, 
the once only reconvicted, the multiple reconvicted. Three factors were found 
that explain 75% of the differences between reconviction categories: 1) early 
childhood experiences, 2) the impact of the FGC 3) events after the FGC. They 
conclude that family group conferences can have an impact on future offending 
behavior. However, having a conference is, by itself, unlikely to be effective. 
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The critical variables that make for a successful FGC are whether or not the 
conference was a memorable event, evoked remorse and led to the young 
person meeting the victim, apologizing, and attempting to make amends. These 
factors remained significant, even when controlling for the other factors 
(Maxwell & Morris 2001, 253). This finding is related to the findings of Sherman 
et al. (2000b) who attributed the significance of the outcome of mediation to the 
experience of the mediator and the perceived legitimacy of the mediator by the 
parties involved. 
 
In Umbreit’s (1994) comparison of four Victim-Offender Mediation (VOM) 
programs with matched samples from structured, court-administered restitution 
programs, no significant differences were found in recidivism rates (actual arrest 
of either party for a crime against the other). This is consistent with the findings 
of others. (Roehl & Cook 1982; 1989; Davis et al. 1980; Davis 1982).  
 
Some of the victim/offender mediation research highlight the problem of having 
meaningful and comparable control groups which would permit more definitive 
conclusions about the impact of this process on recidivism. Only a few studies 
have controlled for the impact of structural and demographic variables on 
recidivism. For example, Nugent and Paddock (1995) find that family size was a 
factor and the extent of direct contact between the victim and the offender was 
another factor in decreased recidivism rates (Dignan 1990). Yet, O’Haley 
(1992), who examined programs in the U.S., Canada and the U.K., argued that 
adequate control groups, such as comparisons with traditional processes, were 
generally lacking in existing research. According to Schriff (1998; 1999), more 
attention needs to be focused on the relationship between VOM and recidivism 
by creating appropriate controls. Without such controls the results are skewed. 
 
Even when control groups are defined, other factors can contribute to the 
results. In an early assessment of Victim Offender Reconciliation Programs 
(VORP) Sudipto Roy (1993) compared recidivism rates among juveniles 
participating in VORP to a court-based juvenile restitution program without 
mediation. VORP was effective in reducing recidivism as long as the juveniles 
were under program supervision; after they were released from the program, 
there was an increase in their offending. In a larger study, Niemeyer and 
Shichor (1996) studied VORP “graduates” and a comparison group of juveniles. 
They actually found the rate of recidivism higher for those who participated 
(28%) compared with the other juveniles (23%). The difference, however, was 
not statistically significant. 
 
Recidivism is not independent of the decision to participate. Because of 
differential case attrition, results achieved in restorative justice programs cannot 
be presumed to work as well with all referred cases, all known cases or all 
cases. Each represents a distinct sampling frame (McCold 2001). According to 
McCold (2001, 28), “In spite of many program assessments, research on 
restorative justice practice today is a mile wide but only an inch deep ... few 
assessments have explored the relationships between case attrition and 
outcomes within or between programs or case types.” Disputes brought to the 
attention of authorities are not like cases which are not reported to authorities 
(the so-called "dark figure of crime"). The differences introduce a "reporting 
bias" into the sample. Next, those that are reported are screened as appropriate 
for program referral or not. Cases selected for referral to a restorative justice 
program are not the same as those not referred. For example, offenses without 
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an identifiable offender and victim may be excluded. This is the "system 
selection bias." Finally, as was demonstrated above, among those cases that 
are referred, not all will agree to participate. Offenders preferring court are not 
the same as those who participate; and cases in which the victim also agrees to 
participate are likely different from cases where they do not. This is the "self -
selection bias." Several studies have found a self-selection bias among 
mediated cases that tends to inflate the degree of success (Roehl & Cook 1989, 
36).  
 
Some research indicates lower recidivism rates for offenders given restitution 
than those who receive incarceration or probation (Hudson & Chesney 1978; 
Heinz et al. 1986; Schneider 1986). Programs that include enforcement and 
follow-up mechanisms may result in lower rates of subsequent offending. In 
research by May and Wadwell (2001) on the level of enforcement and 
recidivism for those sentenced to community penalties in the U.K. found that 
where appropriate enforcement action was taken, offenders had lower than 
predicted reconviction rates. Where not all enforcement action was taken, there 
was a higher than expected reconviction rate. Schneider (1986) found that 
completing the restitution order or completing community service was itself a 
strong predictor of decreased recidivism. However, there is conflicting evidence 
on the size of that effect (Schneider 1986; Guedalia 1979). Other research has 
either not found decreased recidivism rates following restitution (Bonta et al. 
1983) or determined that it was not possible to isolate its effects (Roy 1995). 
While some suggest that youths sentenced to restitution programs may have 
lower recidivism rates, it is not clear whether such results are due to the 
program or other factors, such as the selection process, enforcement, or 
ancillary services provided to the offenders.  
 
Another factor in the recidivism equation is, according to McCold (2001), the 
effects of different types of offenses. Some research has suggested that 
restorative justice has greater crime reduction effects with serious rather than 
minor offenses, personal rather than property offenses and offenses with a 
direct victim involved. Success with serious offenders was also found by Bonta 
et al. (1998) and by Burford and Pennell (cf. Braithwaite 2002, 40) in a study of 
serious family violence cases.  
 
Sherman et al. (2000a) found re-offending rates for violent offenders dropped 
significantly for those participating in Community Group Conferences 38 percent 
in the twelve months following the conference. The 12 month re-arrest 
prevalence rates reported by RISE (Re-Integrative Sharing Experiments) in 
comparison with pre-conference offence prevalence rates found significant 
reductions only for the violent cases. No difference was found for property 
offenders; and there was actually a small increase for drunk drivers. The RISE 
researchers conclude the effects of group conferencing on offender recidivism 
depends upon crime type. 
 
These findings are important given the resistance in many communities to use 
restorative measures for serious offenders. To truly assess recidivism effects of 
the restorative justice process may mean to control for offence type. 
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The effect of community service on recidivism was studied in both Sweden and 
Finland. Using a control group in Sweden consisting of people suitable for 
community service but non-the-less sentenced to prison, Andersson and 
Alexandersson (1994) found that community service neither increased nor 
decreased recidivism. In Finland a community service group from a region 
experimenting with its use was compared with a control group from regions 
where community service was not an option (Muiluvuori 2001). Looking at 
recidivism at three different time periods differences between the groups in 
terms of recidivism were not significant. The Finnish research found that prior 
record influenced the outcome. While statistical significance was not found, 
Muiluvuori (2001, 81) concludes that community service “seems to be a suitable 
sanction, especially for sentenced people lacking previous prison experience.”  
 
 
3. Issues Surrounding Restorative Justice Programs and  
 Recidivism 
 
The first issue that must be re-emphasized is that restorative justice is both a 
process and an outcome. This complicates the evaluation of effectiveness as 
far as the community is concerned. Restorative Justice involves a method of 
bringing together all stakeholders in the conflict and not merely the imposition of 
a sanction that may or may not have been the result of the restorative process 
itself. Thus, there is a difference between the imposition of a sanction of 
restitution, for example, and the decision making process involving all parties 
that restitution is appropriate, fair and just. For this reason, any comparisons of 
recidivist outcomes as a measure of the effectiveness of restorative justice for 
the community must also consider the variance in how the sanction was 
determined in the first place.  
 
McCold and Wachtel (2000) compared restorative justice programs and 
measures and conceptualized them as being either “fully restorative”, “mostly 
restorative” or “not restorative”. The conceptualization took the three 
stakeholder positions and each program was assessed in terms of which party 
– victim, offender and/or community interest - was being addressed. The result 
was that, in general, victim and offender satisfaction was highest for the fully 
restorative programs and lowest for the non-restorative programs. From the 
satisfaction level, the “process” of restoring justice was found to be significant. 
The issue from the community perspective, however, must still be whether the 
offender commits the same or a different criminal act. Ultimately, one must look 
at recidivism in light of how restorative, in reality, the process is.  
 
Braithwaite (2002) argues that one cannot evaluate the effectiveness of 
restorative justice programs solely on recidivism alone without controlling for 
how “restorative” the process actually was. Thus, to look only at the outcome 
related to restitution, as mentioned above, requires considering the process by 
which the sanction was imposed as an important intervening variable. A true 
evaluation of restorative justice effectiveness would be to consider the rates of 
recidivism by the degree to which each program meets the criteria and 
expectations of restoration and not merely because the sanction imposed is 
nominally the same. There is considerable merit in this assertion. To know if a 
process is effective, the research design must be clear as to what is actually 
being measured and with what it is being compared. 
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In this review of the restorative justice literature focusing on the community 
shareholder’s interests in safety, there is no consistency in what the findings 
actually mean. Table 1 (in appendix) is a selection of studies where recidivism 
has been considered. They run the gambit from fully restorative to non-
restorative. From these studies a number of critical elements can be identified 
as possibly affecting the interpretation of the findings. Each piece of research 
on recidivism needs to be assessed in terms of the following questions: 
 
• Is there sufficient, adequate or appropriate control groups for comparison? 
 
• What has been the influence of the selection process itself, including the 

agreement to participate? 
 
• Has the criminal histories of the offenders been controlled? 
 
• In VOM, has one accounted for the experience and legitimacy of the 

mediator? 
 
• Is there variance by type of offence? 
 
• What role, if any, has been played by the enforcement of the sanction? 
 
All of the factors listed above will effect, in one way or another, how the data are 
to be interpreted. But, in the long-run, for the community, does it really matter? 
From a purist perspective, the difference between restoration as a process and 
restoration as an outcome is significant. From a broader community 
perspective, the essence is whether citizens are or feel safer; one measure of 
safety is whether the offender offends again or not. While documented that 
victims and the public are not as retributive as generally believed (Weitekamp 
2000), information regarding the effectiveness of non-retributive (restorative or 
rehabilitative) measures as at least as effective is not widespread. The issue is 
not the public’s attitude, which will be influenced by awareness of the data, but 
1) Does restorative justice reduce recidivism better than traditional measures? 
2) Do restorative justice-type sanctions reduce recidivism better than traditional 
measures? and 3) Do “fully restorative” measures reduce recidivism better than 
either traditional measures or pseudo-restorative measures?  
 
Levrant et al. (1999, 8) conclude that, “… restorative justice remains an 
unproved movement that risks failure and perhaps does more harm than good. 
Its attractiveness lies more in its humanistic sentiments than in any empirical 
evidence of its effectiveness.” Despite the theoretical and the (general) political 
support of a restorative approach, the wide-spread implementation and 
acceptance of this approach will ostensible lie in its ability to control crime. The 
impact of restorative justice on recidivism is not the least important of its 
evaluation, it is the most important.  
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3. Conclusion 
 
The community as a stakeholder has not received as much attention as the 
other stakeholders in the restorative process. When it has received attention, 
the discussion focuses more on the participatory aspects of community rather 
than the safety expectations of the community. But what have the data 
revealed?  
 
What is strikingly evident is that whether recidivism results from studies of fully 
restorative or the pseudo-restorative sanctions such as restitution and 
community service, the overwhelming evidence suggests that the results are at 
least as effective as whatever comparison group was used! As what might be 
considered a “back-handed” compliment, the results of restorative justice 
sanctions are not worse than the alternatives, even for serious offenders. It 
makes sense, then, that from a community safety perspective, the community is 
not at greater risk for using less retributive measures and the data suggest that 
in many instances recidivism is actually reduced. Braithwaite (2002, 61) draws 
the following conclusion, “My own reading of the three dozen studies of 
reoffending reviewed is that while restorative justice programs do not involve a 
consistent guarantee of reduced reoffending, even badly managed restorative 
justice programs are most unlikely to make re-offending worse.” Given this and 
the clearly demonstrated positive effects of victim, offender and community 
involvement in the process, the total impact of restorative justice measures on 
the community is more positive than if there were no restorative process 
involved. 
 
The restorative justice view is that true balance is achieved only when the 
needs of victims, offenders and community are considered in each case and 
within the system as a whole. The safety factor has been the least researched 
an more effort needs to be paid to this important and critical aspect.  
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