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Abstract

Despite the consensus regarding the importance of restorative justice (RJ) as an alter-

native to the criminal justice system, some professionals and researchers have pointed

out the challenges involved in its implementation with older adults who have been

victimised. The aim of the present study was to explore the primary obstructions to

implementing RJ intervention with older adults who have been victimised, as per-

ceived by RJ facilitators, using the conceptual framework of social constructivism. An

interpretive phenomenological analysis perspective was used to analyse the narratives

of seven RJ facilitators, all of them highly experienced social workers. The narratives

revealed three themes: the interpersonal and familial arena—the older person and

his/her family as gatekeepers; the institutional arena—judicial and medical system per-

sonnel as gatekeepers; and the professional arena—RJ facilitators as gatekeepers. The

findings suggest that some individuals and institutions maintain the conservative

agenda of gatekeeping older adults to prevent them from encountering any danger.

These findings indicate that, in keeping with the social work code of ethics, social

workers need to consider older adults’ right to self-determination in RJ contexts.
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(RJ; Antkowiak, 2011; Wood and Suzuki, 2016). This alternative ap-
proach to conflict resolution assumes that crime is fundamentally a vio-
lation of interpersonal relationships, that violations create obligations
and liabilities, and that the central goal of such a process is to heal and
right specific wrongs (Zehr and Mika, 2004). Thus, RJ is a process where
those primarily affected by an incident of wrongdoing come together to
share their feelings, describe how they were affected, and develop a plan
to repair the harm done or prevent re-occurrence (McCold and Wachtel,
2002). RJ approaches have shown major promise in a substantial amount
of evidence-based studies (Menkel-Meadow, 2007); however, the use of
RJ has been limited with certain communities and population types
(Friesen and Meek, 2017). One example is the older victim population,
which is often excluded from RJ interventions (Beck et al., 2015). A pos-
sible explanation for this phenomenon is the role of ‘gatekeepers’—key
players in the legal system who determine which cases will be referred
to the formal court system and which will be redirected to alternative
courses of treatment such as RJ (Clairmont and Kim, 2013).
Gatekeepers are mentioned also as individuals who might present
obstacles to implementation of RJ programs (Gavrielides, 2014). They
might prevent certain cases from entering an RJ process based on insuf-
ficient knowledge of RJ, and might even be prejudiced regarding the
ability of some people to participate in it (Clairmont and Kim, 2013;
Friesen and Meek, 2017; Gavrielides, 2016). The aim of the present
study was to understand the challenges in implementing RJ intervention
with older adults who have been victimised (OAV), as perceived by RJ
facilitators.

The promising potential of RJ for older adults

Beck et al. (2015) have claimed that there is a potential synergy between
RJ and gerontology. It is suggested that a dialogue with the offender
may promote integration of the older victim’s life experiences and bene-
fit younger offenders. This dialogue may be a sole opportunity for vic-
tim’s voices to be heard (Achilles and Zehr, 2001). The process of being
heard is a core notion in RJ philosophy, and a healing juncture for vic-
tims as well as a source of empowerment (Wood and Suzuki, 2016;
Delker et al., 2020). Empowerment as a central concept of RJ has been
described as a value, a goal, an expectable outcome, and an intrinsic ele-
ment of the restorative process (Ashworth, 2002; Zehr, 2005, p. 194). In
the context of aging, older adults often feel deprived of their own voice
and place in society due to agism (Minichiello et al., 2000). While some
older adults are vulnerable to deliberate abuse, others may suffer the
consequences of being overhelped, almost as though they are not being
treated as adults (overprotective care; Thompson and Sobolew-Shubin,
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1993). RJ as a means of empowerment may serve older adults by mak-
ing them agentic parties in their own lives, and enabling them to become
active participants in mending the wrong done to them (Friesen and
Meek, 2017; Zehr et al., 2015). In addition, RJ provides older adults
who are victims of crime with the opportunity to connect with others
and foster social bonds, which is often missing from their lives (Beck
et al., 2015; Friesen and Meek, 2017).

Despite this promising potential, RJ has been implemented narrowly
with the aging population (Beck et al., 2015), mainly in cases of elder
abuse (Brown and McNeal, 2018). Studies in this area pinpointed the
advantages of RJ in cases typically involving ongoing relationships that
are extremely important to the elder abuse victim. OAV may feel un-
able to take legal action against the abuser either because of strong ties
or for fear of losing access to care. Potentially, RJ enables the parties to
rectify any wrong done and to become reconciled in order to sustain
their relationship (Brown and McNeal, 2018). The results of these stud-
ies suggest that older people and their families were satisfied with the
experience (Groh and Linden, 2011; Tapper 2010). Furthermore, they
provide ideas for adapting RJ processes to older adults, such as deter-
mining the capacity of older people to participate meaningfully, conduct-
ing shorter RJ sessions at suitable times of the day, using specific
communication techniques appropriate for older people (Barry, 2013),
and using age-friendly settings. The latter include accessible spaces, crea-
tive seating arrangements, comfortable locations, and written material in
large print (Smyth, 2011).

Challenges in implementing RJ with older adults

Gatekeepers, in the context of RJ implementation, are individuals, stake
holders, and professionals, who often determine which cases will be re-
ferred to RJ, such as police officers (Clairmont and Kim, 2013), prosecu-
tors, judges (Fellegi and Barabás, 2006), and social workers (Hayden,
2014). It is suggested that withholding the opportunity of RJ interven-
tion is often a result of a lack of knowledge and training in RJ (Hayden,
2016; Hargovan, 2010). Although previous studies have acknowledged
the presence of gatekeepers challenging RJ processes, only few studies
have recognised specific gatekeepers, who hinder RJ processes with
OAV. These studies pinpointed police officers (Clairmont and Kim,
2013) and prosecutors (Hargovan, 2010) as possible barriers to this pur-
pose. Despite the paucity of literature that identifies gatekeepers to RJ
with OAV, several issues have traditionally been challenging for imple-
menting RJ with older victims of crime, and can therefore serve as a
platform toward a better understanding of the institutional and social
barriers to practicing RJ with this population.
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One issue relates to questions of victims’ safety during RJ (Maglione,
2017; Redman, 2019). Although the findings of many studies contradict
these concerns, demonstrating the different ways in which RJ interven-
tions can be implemented securely and harmlessly (Latimer et al., 2005;
Poulson, 2003; Sherman and Strang, 2007), maintaining victims’ safety is
still a major challenge when implementing RJ interventions. This is par-
ticularly true with OAV, who are perceived as more vulnerable to harm
than other populations (Friesen and Meek, 2017). Moreover, Friesen
and Meek (2017) advise taking extra caution in cases with older victims
of crime who, due to cognitive difficulties, may not be able to advocate
for themselves in RJ interventions. Their recommended solutions often
require time-consuming and costly mobilisation of other advocates such
as caseworkers, physicians, informal supporters, and family members to
voice hardships that the older adults cannot express.

Another challenge to RJ interventions is the claim that they place too
much focus on the offender to the detriment of the victim (Strang and
Sherman, 2003). Proponents of RJ note that this risk can be avoided and
transformed through appropriate implementation that enhances the
rights and needs of both parties in the RJ process (Strang and Sherman,
2003; Strang, 2002, p. 156). Furthermore, it is claimed that the benefits
of RJ to victims, including achieving a sense of forgiveness, healing and
closure (Zehr, 2008; Shapland, et al., 2007) and feeling more satisfied
with the restitution (Hall, 2017), outweigh the risks compounded within
the RJ process (Sherman and Strang, 2007, p. 74–77).

Finally, another factor likely to affect implementation of RJ programs
with older adults is the ongoing perception of RJ as a ‘soft’ option,
which does not square with ‘tough on crime’ approaches. Where govern-
ments and policymakers take a strong view in support of punitive rather
than therapeutic approaches to criminal justice, RJ programs are less
likely to be supported (Brooks, 2017). This is especially relevant in the
context of crimes against older adults, which often provoke an ultra-
punitive response (Beck et al., 2015; Friesen and Meek, 2017) and thus
reduce the prospects of successful implementation of RJ interventions.

Social constructivism as a theoretical framework for
understanding challenges in implementing RJ with
older adults

According to social constructivism theory, reality is subjectively con-
structed as a product of social and interpersonal processes (Burr, 2015).
Thus, knowledge about ‘the way things are’ and ‘the way the world is’ is
not a given, but a result of historical, political, and economic orienta-
tions and how they have been negotiated, changed, and shaped within a

Page 4 of 20 H. Avieli et al.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/bjsw

/advance-article/doi/10.1093/bjsw
/bcab051/6168663 by guest on 24 M

arch 2021



certain social context (Andrews, 2012; Burr, 2015). Although aging itself
is a biological process, the meaning of being ‘young’ or ‘old’ is socially
constructed. Hence, the biological process of aging has no inherent cul-
tural meaning. This social construction is manifest in the different mean-
ings and perceptions ascribed to youth and age by different cultures
around the world (Desmette et al., 2019). The challenges noted here in
implementing RJ with older adults may be investigated under the frame-
work of the social construction of aging, as some people perceive older
people as too vulnerable to face challenges that may arise during RJ
(Beck et al., 2015; Friesen and Meek, 2017). These notions, which are
deeply rooted in some agist constructs of older adults’ capabilities, may
affect RJ facilitators and other individuals involved in older victims of
crime lives, and turn them into gatekeepers—those who decide whether
cases are suitable for RJ. Indeed, the consistent findings demonstrating
the benefits of RJ for victims, as well as for offenders, warrant further
investigation of the reasons behind the limited referral of cases involving
OAV to RJ programs. In particular, it is important to examine whether
the scant referral to RJ is because of fears for vulnerable victims, con-
cerns about the public interest, or the perception of RJ as time-
consuming and expensive.

In the present research, we turned to the experience of restorative jus-
tice facilitators (RJFs) to identify gatekeepers involved in the decision
of whether to include OAV in RJ interventions. RJFs encounter RJ
cases, as well as people and professionals who accompany them, in a
wide range of situations, from the first encounter with the police, via the
prosecution process, and onto trial and punishment (Wilson, 2016).
Thus, they hold a broad understanding of the complex underlying forces
affecting inclusion or exclusion of the older adult population from RJ
interventions (Ghanbari, 2015; Wilson, 2016). In addition, RJFs can
draw on a great number of experiences and offer their overall impres-
sion of obstacles preventing RJ process with OAV from taking place.
These obstacles can be placed by individuals, who are either close to the
older victim or wish to protect him (Mainwaring et al., 2019). Thus,
based on the experiences of RJFs, the aim of the present study was to
explore the challenges in implementing RJ intervention with OAV, as
perceived by RJ facilitators.

Method

An interpretive phenomenological analysis perspective (IPA; Smith,
et al., 2009) was used to analyze the data. We chose this method as it
calls for the use of particularly small samples (between three and fifteen
participants) to allow an in-depth exploration of each individual
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experience (Reid et al., 2005). See additional data regarding this method
in Appendix A.

Participants and sample

The research sample included seven participants, RJFs who were work-
ing as full-time social workers in state probation services and conducting
youth and adult RJ reconciliation sessions. We used purposive sampling
(Patton, 2002) to select information-rich cases: inclusion criteria were
state-appointed RJFs, with at least 5 years’ experience in RJ, and inter-
vening with at least three cases involving older adults who have been
victimised (over 65 years old).

All participants were highly experienced social workers, with 10–35 years
of fieldwork behind them. Four out of the seven participants had prior
training in the elder abuse field, and all of them had experience in working
with older victims of crime. All participants had training in RJ and had
from 5 to 25 years’ experience in providing RJ interventions. In addition,
four of the participants were regional RJ administrators, and could there-
fore offer cumulative perspectives from their own experience as well as
from their impressions of the experiences of other RJFs. See additional
data regarding participants demography and sample size in Appendix B.

Procedure

Data collection was performed via in-depth, semi-structured phenome-
nological interviews using an interview guide (Pietkiewicz and Smith,
2014). See the interview guide in Appendix C. The research team in-
cluded three researchers: An RJ specialist, a gerontologist, and a crimi-
nologist. We reached out to professionals at the state probation
services—the country’s formal branch for providing RJ services for adult
offenders and received their consent for participation in the study. The
interviews took place in the RJFs’ offices. Each interview lasted between
an hour and a half to three hours. The interviews were audio-recorded
and transcribed verbatim. Each participant signed a written consent
form, which included maintaining participants’ anonymity as well as con-
fidentiality regarding all the cases mentioned during the interview.
Please see additional ethical consideration in Appendix D.

Data analysis and trustworthiness

Data analysis was performed using interpretive phenomenological analy-
sis (IPA), as suggested by Smith et al. (2009). Trustworthiness was
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achieved by documenting and discussing thoughts and ideas that arose
during the interviews and analysis stage. See Appendix E for a detailed
description of these processes.

Findings

The analysis of the findings revealed three key arenas that hinder partic-
ipation of older adults in RJ process:

The interpersonal and familial arena: the older person
and his/her family as gatekeepers

The interpersonal and familial arena refers to the victims themselves
and their family members as potential barriers to participating in RJ
interventions, as illustrated in the following quote:

Older victims are much more hesitant; they ask a lot of questions: Who is

this punk I’m going to meet? Should I be afraid of him? With all victims,

I always explain the offender will never hurt them again, but when the

victims are older, I can see they are really worried and all their self-

confidence is undermined. A lot of RJ don’t even start because of that. . .

Sometimes, the concerns are more technical: How will I get to the

meeting? How will I get back? We don’t usually pay enough attention to

this stuff, but when it comes to older folks, it can mean calling the whole

thing off. (Alice, RJF and RJ regional administrator)

Alice, who had extensive experience in working older victim of abuse,
revealed the need for a great deal of flexibility to implement RJ inter-
ventions with an older adult, both in constructing the program and
approaching the older victim. The RJF reflected on the differences be-
tween older and younger victims and highlighted the diminished sense of
confidence and the worries that accompany the participants in this stage
of their life. The RJF must invest a lot of effort in reaching out and as-
suring older victims of crime of their safety for RJ intervention to take
place. OAV are also described as reluctant to participate in RJ pro-
cesses because of more mune concerns, such as physically getting to the
meeting. These concerns must be addressed for the intervention to take
place.

The following quote by Lucy, whose experience was drawn from her
everyday practice in elder abuse and elder abuse training, demonstrated
how family members serve as gatekeepers, and reject RJ processes with
older adults based on misguided knowledge of RJ, and on ageist
conceptions:

I see many families where the older victims do want to participate in RJ

and the children say no, even though they really know nothing about RJ.
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They contact me, angry: "Why did you approach my father? He is too

old, he doesn’t understand, it’s too much for him!" They think that, in so

doing, they are protecting their parent. . . (Lucy, RJF and RJ regional

administrator)

This RJF narrated a frustrating reality in which family members
of the older victim dismiss the possibility of RJ, even when the victims
are interested in participating. Families described their rejection as
being in the older victim’s best interest since it may spare him the
pain and sorrow of the encounter with the offender. However, the RJF
feels that fear, misguided knowledge and agism may bring families to
deny older adults from their right to make their own choice in such
cases.

Another example of the family’s dominance in the decision as to
whether or not to take part in a RJ process is illustrated in the following
quote by Jennifer, who had relatively little experience in working with
elder abuse cases:

It’s always the children. . . just sabotaged the whole thing. . . In all three

cases, the older victims were kind of excited about the RJ intervention, but

they wanted to consult with their children first. But after consulting their

children, none of them got back to me. When I called, they all said that

their son or daughter had talked them out of it. I talked to the children,

tried to convince them, but nothing came of it. One of them didn’t have

time to come and didn’t want his mother to go through this alone. The

other two were concerned that their parents would get too emotional, and

it would bring things flooding back. They all meant well and were trying

to protect their parents, but the bottom line was that RJ did not

happen. . .. (Jennifer, RJF)

In contrast to the previous quote, these victims’ offspring did not
make the decision on behalf of their older parents, but convinced them
to change their minds regarding the RJ intervention, and hence the final
decision was made by OAV themselves. This situation appeared to be
even more frustrating for the RJF, who, at first, had managed to capture
the older victim’s enthusiasm and then lost it.

The institutional arena: judicial and medical system
personnel as gatekeepers

The institutional arena constitutes actors within the system who prevent
cases involving OAV from becoming candidates for RJ interventions.
These actors are mainly medical practitioners, judges, and lawyers.
Linda, for example, described a violent event in a medical clinic in
which an older client was injured. The medical doctor forcefully
objected the idea of introducing the option of RJ to the client, claiming
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that it would worsen his medical condition. Discussing the doctor’s
standpoint, Linda commented:

It’s a scary process, you dig up a lot of dirt and it’s kind of like

scratching a wound that just started to heal. What kind of a doctor would

do that? . . . Maybe he was right but, you know, he was all about risk

management. (Linda, RJF and RJ regional administrator)

As a senior social worker with elder abuse training and ongoing expe-
rience with older victims of various kinds of abuse, Linda described the
doctor’s position and then moved to the first-person plural when com-
paring an RJ process to a medical procedure that reopens a wound. She
identified with the doctor and appeared to understand his reservations
about the RJ process, but was also disappointed about his lack of
collaboration.

Another gatekeeper is presented through the next quote:

This judge is very tough on crime against the elderly, and unfortunately,

that means no RJ. He says that crimes against older people are actually

easy cases because they present no dilemmas for him as a judge. There

are no question marks, the offender goes to prison, period. It doesn’t

matter if the older victim accepted the offender’s plea for forgiveness, it

doesn’t matter if the offender worked very hard to pay back everything he

took. . . he doesn’t see the victim. . .. (Lucy, RJF and RJ regional

administrator)

According to this RJF, RJ interventions are perceived as too ‘soft’
when it comes to searching for a response to crimes against older per-
sons. Thus, the judge described in this narrative does not consider RJ,
even when successful RJ processes have already occurred. From the
RJF’s perspective, a judge with this mindset will never refer a case for
RJ. The wish to protect OAV by being as hard as possible on perpetra-
tors is further explored:

Sometimes lawyers take this patronizing position, like they know better

about what is best. They often tell me right from the get-go: ‘This is not

for him (for the victim), he doesn’t have what it takes, he will never go

for RJ." It’s kind of a punitive position, as if they are at war, or

something. Well, I’m not saying that I’m the one who knows what’s best

for this older person, I’m just saying that this lawyer doesn’t know

either. . . (Margaret, RJF)

Margaret, as a trained elder abuse RJF, referred to the victims’ need
for empowerment, which stands in contrast to some of the positions
taken by other professionals working with OAV. The RJF perceived the
expression ‘this is not for him’ as discriminative and agist, suggesting
that victims who embark on RJ interventions possess qualities that are
lacking in the older victim. Additionally, this quote perhaps demon-
strates a blend between stereotypes about OAV and normative percep-
tions of retribution. Although these lawyers are said to base their
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objection to RJ for OAV on their vulnerability, the underlying reason
seems to be a punitive approach toward the offenders (‘It’s kind of a pu-
nitive position, as if they are at war, or something’). It seems, therefore,
that in the case of criminal justice professionals, punitive stances may lie
behind their opposition to involving OAV in RJ processes—at least
from the perspective of the RJFs interviewed.

The professional arena: RJ facilitators as gatekeepers

RJFs are just as sensitive to public opinion as any other person. These
opinions, which may often be agist or discriminative, seep into the RJFs’
decision-making process and impact their judgment. Susan, for example,
admits that as a RJF her acquaintance with the potential victims is mini-
mal and reveals her doubt whether she knows want’s best for them:

We get just a moment’s glimpse into their lives; we don’t really know

what will happen later, what the effects of this process will be. . . My

mother said to me a few days ago: "How can you be so sure that you are

not causing harm? Don’t you feel sorry for the old woman who had to

meet her attacker face to face?" And you know, on some level she is

right. How do I know? What if it is too much for an older person to deal

with, like a lot of people claim?. . . (Susan, RJF and RJ regional

administrator)

In spite of her elder abuse training and her experience working with
elder abuse victims, Susan, as a relatively young RJF, disclosed her
doubts about the notion of involving older adults in RJ interventions.
On the one hand, she believed in the healing power of RJ, but on the
other hand, she was preoccupied with the possibility that OAV are too
vulnerable for this intervention. The question was raised by the RJF’s
mother and seemed to represent a prevalent voice that confronts RJFs
regularly when approaching candidates for RJ processes. In this case, so-
cially constructed opinions of aging permeated the RJF’s work, poten-
tially turning her into a barrier to her own work. The next quote by
Helen, an RJF with no elder abuse training, emphasises older adults’
vulnerabilities:

With older victims, I really need to make sure they are not extra

vulnerable, that this process will not harm them. I make sure that there is

no PTSD, I make sure they fully understand everything they are going

into. There must be supporters in the meeting, a family member or

anyone else. I’ll make sure their expectations are being met. All this stuff,

this is important for any RJ participant, but in the case of older victims, if

these things are not happening, there will be no RJ intervention; plain and

simple. The fear of doing harm is tremendous, and things may look very

badly in the public eye, so I do turn down cases of older victims if they

are not perfectly set up. . . sometimes it seems it’s too much to expect, it
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makes the process too complicated, maybe we should give it up

altogether, maybe it can’t be done with older victims. . . (Helen, RJF)

This RJF portrayed another aspect of gatekeeping—a different, more
rigorous screening process and more conservative approach to RJ inter-
vention involving OAV when compared with younger ones. This act
may appear to be derived from the RJF’s professional understanding
and sense of responsibility, but it is also a result of concerns about pub-
lic opinion. It seems that her focus on older adults’ vulnerabilities alone,
without relating to their resilience, can lead to the notion that RJ with
older victims of crime is too difficult to accomplish. Thus, this RJF may
serve as gatekeeper herself, both by allowing external perceptions of
older persons to determine the agenda for RJ interventions and by com-
ing to disbelieve in the possibility of RJ implementation with this
population.

Discussion

The findings of the present study suggest several challenges in imple-
menting RJ intervention programs with older adults, as perceived by
RJFs who serve at the frontline of RJ processes across the country.
RJFs identified three major arenas in which concerned gatekeepers op-
erate, either intentionally or unintentionally, to reduce the involvement
of older adults in RJ interventions.

All the gatekeepers expressed sincere concern for the well-being of
older adults. Their concern echoes the conservative viewpoint of keeping
older adults gated in such a way that they will not meet any danger,
even at the risk of jeopardizing their freedom or their potential well-
being (Thompson et al., 2002). This may be consistent with perceived
‘overprotective care’ on the part of older adults, who feel overhelped,
induced to dependence, shielded from stress, almost as though they are
not being treated as adults (Thompson and Sobolew-Shubin, 1993).
Indeed, this approach can often be observed in children of older adults,
in professionals, and sometimes even in older adults themselves
(Cimarolli et al., 2006; Fernández-Ballesteros et al., 2019). Thompson
et al. (2002) presented three models of overprotective care: the involved
model, which posits that overprotection arises from a caregiving style
that is overly intrusive and involved, but is not based on negative atti-
tudes; the resentment model, which claims that resentment is expressed
through overcontrolling care and negative attitudes and behaviours to-
ward the older adult, and the ‘patient source’ model, which views over-
protection as arising from older adults’ attitudes and behaviours. In this
view, caregivers’ overprotective behaviours are a reaction to the low lev-
els of autonomy and independence expressed by the care recipient.
Another relevant term in this context may be ‘paternalistic care’, an
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attitude that considers the caregiver as positioned above the care recipi-
ent (Kjellström and Sjölander, 2014), and caregivers underestimate care
recipients’ capacity to make informed decisions about their lives
(Sánchez-Izquierdo et al., 2019). The traditional paternalistic care model
suggests that some individuals and institutions exert a dominant attitude
of superiority, thereby marginalizing older adults, their decisions and
feelings (Fernández-Ballesteros et al., 2019). Both the paternalistic care
model and the overprotective care model are strongly intertwined with
the social construction of aging in Western societies and the agist notion
of older adults as less capable than others (Desmette et al., 2019). Thus,
it is possible to view the participant’s narratives as testimonies of the so-
cial construction of age and aging in the interpersonal, familial, and in-
stitutional arenas. Moreover, it is not surprising that older adults
themselves are affected by these social constructions and adopt views
and behaviours that match them. This trend is similar to how racist so-
cial constructions are internalised by social minorities (David, et al.,
2019) or to how sexist social constructions are internalised by women
(Szymanski and Henrichs-Beck, 2014). Contrary to the notion of older
adults’ vulnerability, RJ theories argue that RJ has the potential to heal
those who have been affected by crime by empowering the victim
(Barton, 2003). The participants in the current study were not given the
opportunity to engage in empowerment, even though it is an important
aspect of combating agism (Irving, 2015) as well as an inherent part of
RJ (Ashworth, 2002; Zehr, 2005, p. 194). Studies show that an encounter
with the offender in an RJ process reduces fear of crime and fear of
revictimisation and increases feelings of relief, resilience, and self-worth
(Braithwaite, 2017; Lauwaert, 2018). Thus, the well-intentioned belief
that older adults will gain more benefit via the traditional legal justice
system than by participating in RJ may hinder their prospects of recov-
ery from the harm they have suffered.

In this context, the concern for older adults may be a manifestation of
an underlying assumption that older people are less able to withstand
processes than younger people. This line of thought might indicate a dis-
criminatory decision-making process based on the victim’s age rather
than on his or her thoughts and wishes (Fernández-Ballesteros et al.,
2019). Such concerns, which may be considered agist, may prevent some
eligible older adults from benefiting from RJ processes. In the context
of the gatekeeper’s role, they may be denying older adults the right to
self-determination.

Limitations and recommendations for further study

In this study, we focused on the challenges of integrating older adults in
RJ only from the RJFs’ perspective. To expand our understanding of
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these challenges, we recommend interviewing other key players in the
RJ processes, such as the older adults themselves and their family mem-
bers. This may help to triangulate the current findings and provide a
richer and even more diverse picture of challenges facing RJ in cases in-
volving older adults.

We also acknowledge the limitation of the small sample size used in
this study. We recommend future studies that will reach out to addi-
tional professionals and family members, to present a more comprehen-
sive perspective on this phenomenon.

In addition, this study provides a retrospective view of RJFs’ thoughts
on the older adult’s role in RJ. Future longitudinal research may serve
to broaden the current perspective and offer a real-time perception of
the dynamics of an RJ process, or the dynamics of decision making re-
garding an RJ process. Finally, the participants were asked about OAV
only (i.e. not about offenders) and the research did not distinguish be-
tween different kinds of offenses or different kinds of victim characteris-
tics (e.g. health status, degree of harm resulting from the offense, social
support). The inclusion of such data in future studies may offer better
in-depth typologies of gatekeepers’ agendas based on typical features of
OAV. Moreover, the inclusion of older offenders in future studies may
help to provide insight into how agism and paternalism may or may not
influence older adults and RJ when the older adult is the person who
has done harm.

Conclusions and practical implications

The research findings indicate that key stakeholders in RJ process, in-
cluding RJFs, social workers, medical personnel, court personnel, family
members, and older adults themselves, serve as gatekeepers, who chal-
lenge the implementation of RJ interventions with older adults and keep
them from fulfilling their basic right to self-determination. The questions
and concerns raised by these gatekeepers may serve as a road map to
guide initiatives to involve older adults in RJ in their efforts to expand
and validate its use. Some of the reservations expressed by individuals
and institutions regarding involvement of older adults in RJ appear to
be derived from a misinformed approach to this method. Therefore, edu-
cating gatekeepers and exposing them to evidence-based RJ research
may contribute to reconstruction of more favorable attitudes toward RJ.
Social workers, as well as other professionals, can work as a bridge be-
tween the gate keepers and RJ, provided training concerning the issues
of agism, elder abuse and RJ. The purpose of such training would be to
counter underlying agist understandings of older adults’ capabilities and
their inclination toward successfully participating in RJ processes. Also,
it is evident from some of the narratives that the RJ protocol was used
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to exclude older participants (by applying a more rigorous screening
process to determine if an RJ process would take place). We suggest
that agencies devoted to RJ provide a platform or a protocol that ena-
bles inclusion of older adults in RJ processes, such as by designating
advocates for older adults who wish to participate in an RJ process, but
who have no support person to accompany them.

In addition, the findings of this study can be used by RJFs, who either
already work with older adults in RJ processes or are considering inte-
grating them into such processes. The data can help them prepare to de-
fend their approach when confronting doubts expressed by other
gatekeepers.

Finally, RJFs, as well as other professional communities mentioned in
this article, might gain reflective insights about their own attitudes to-
ward olderadults and their involvement in RJ, its advantage and
disadvantages.

Conflict of interest: None declared.
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