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RESTORATIVE JUSTICE 

Restorative justice (RJ) has emerged as a revolutionary method for addressing harm, shifting the 
emphasis from punishment to healing. Unlike conventional systems that focus on retribution, RJ is 
centered on mending relationships, empowering victims, and reintegrating offenders through 
dialogue and collaboration. Drawing from both indigenous practices and contemporary criminology, it 
prioritizes understanding the human impact of crime rather than simply enforcing penalties. This 
approach includes structured processes such as victim-offender mediation, family group 
conferencing, and community circles, where all stakeholders come together to discuss the 
repercussions of wrongdoing and agree on reparative actions. For instance, in pilot programs in 
Kerala, a teenager who vandalized a shop might meet with the owner to apologize and undertake 
community service to repair the damages, fostering accountability while addressing the underlying 
causes of the behavior. These practices aim to rebuild trust and restore social connections, 
acknowledging that crime affects individuals and communities, not just abstract legal systems. 

 

The advantages of RJ are well-documented, 
particularly in its ability to reduce recidivism and 
empower those impacted by harm. Research 
conducted across six countries has shown that 
juveniles participating in RJ programs are 25% 
less likely to reoffend compared to those 
processed through traditional court systems. 
This reduction is often linked to the focus on 
personal accountability and the chance for 
offenders to confront the real-world 
consequences of their actions. Victims also 
report higher satisfaction levels, as RJ provides 
them with a sense of agency that is often 
lacking in conventional trials. In Colombia’s 
Casas de Justicia, survivors of domestic 
violence who participated in mediation reported 
greater emotional closure and a renewed sense 
of control over their lives. Communities benefit 
as well; Rwanda’s Gacaca courts, established 
after the genocide, demonstrated how 
communal dialogue could help address 

collective trauma, while South Africa’s Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission utilized RJ principles 
to promote national healing following apartheid. 
Economically, RJ proves to be cost-effective by 
diverting cases from overcrowded courts and 
prisons. In the UK, every £1 invested in RJ resulted 
in a savings of £9 in criminal justice costs, while 
schools in Oregon reduced disciplinary referrals 
by nearly half, reallocating resources to 
counseling and academic support. 

However, the success of RJ is not universal and 
is heavily influenced by cultural and systemic 
contexts. In India, caste dynamics complicate 
victim-offender dialogues, with Dalit youth often 
feeling pressured to excessively apologize to 
upper-caste victims without receiving reciprocal 
accountability. In contrast, Nagaland’s tribal 
communities have successfully integrated RJ 
with traditional elder-led mediation, achieving 
high compliance rates, while urban areas like 
Delhi face challenges due to institutional 
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resistance. Legal frameworks can sometimes 
undermine the goals of RJ; for example, India’s 
2015 Juvenile Justice Act introduced restorative 
measures but paradoxically allowed for minors 
to be tried as adults for serious offenses, 
perpetuating stigma. Resource limitations 
further impede progress; in rural Odisha, 
probation officers manage hundreds of cases, 
leading to minimal oversight, while Kenya’s 
diversion programs have collapsed due to 
facilitator burnout. The risk of retraumatization is 
also a concern, particularly in sensitive cases. In 
England, 30% of sexual assault survivors 
withdrew from RJ due to insufficient safeguards, 
whereas Germany’s mandatory pre-mediation 
therapy ensured that 92% of participants 
completed the process safely. 

For RJ to flourish, systemic reforms must tackle 
these challenges. Culturally adaptive models, 
such as New Zealand’s Māori-led family 
conferences or Kerala’s caste-sensitive 
mediation, illustrate the importance of aligning 
RJ with local traditions. Policymakers should 
prioritize RJ as a primary option for nonviolent 
offenses, as demonstrated by the Philippines’ 
2023 law that allocates dedicated funding for 
community mediation. Investing in training and 
technology, such as Andhra Pradesh’s AI-driven 
probation portal, can enhance monitoring and 
reduce breaches. Including trauma specialists in 
every process, as practiced in Colombia, 
ensures victim safety and meaningful 
participation. Grassroots initiatives, like Odisha’s 
women-led village councils that resolve 
disputes through community service, showcase 
the effectiveness of decentralized, community-
driven justice. 

Ultimately, the true potential of RJ lies in its 
capacity to humanize the justice process. It 
challenges societies to view offenders not as 
irredeemable individuals but as people capable 
of growth, and victims not as passive casualties 
but as active participants in the healing process. 
While challenges such as systemic bias and 
resource limitations remain, the increasing 
global adoption of RJ indicates a shift toward 
empathy and equity. As a Navajo elder once 

said, “We don’t throw people away. We heal 
them, so they can heal us.” This philosophy—
ancient yet urgently relevant—has the potential 
to redefine justice in an era grappling with mass 
incarceration and social fragmentation, 
demonstrating that accountability and 
compassion can coexist harmoniously. 

How Restorative Justice Works 

At its essence, restorative justice (RJ) 
emphasizes dialogue over punishment. Rather 
than isolating offenders through incarceration, it 
fosters environments for open communication. 
One of the most prevalent techniques used in RJ 
is victim-offender mediation, where a trained 
facilitator leads a structured conversation. For 
instance, in Norway’s Konfliktråd (mediation 
service), 85% of juvenile cases are resolved 
through these discussions. Offenders are given 
the opportunity to hear directly how their actions 
have impacted victims, while victims find 
closure through apologies or restitution. 

Another approach, known as family group 
conferencing, has its roots in New Zealand’s 
Māori communities. In this model, extended 
families, victims, and community leaders come 
together to address the harm caused. A study 
conducted in 2020 revealed that this method led 
to a 20% reduction in reoffending rates 
compared to traditional court trials, as it 
addresses underlying issues such as family 
neglect or substance abuse. Indigenous 
practices, like Canada’s sentencing circles, 
enhance this concept by involving elders and 
cultural mentors who guide offenders on their 
path to rehabilitation. 

Community-driven models also contribute 
significantly to RJ. For example, Vermont’s 
reparative boards, made up of local volunteers, 
oversee agreements that may include 
community service or counseling. These boards 
have reported a compliance rate of 75%, 
demonstrating that accountability can flourish 
outside of the prison system. 

https://ijlr.iledu.in/
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Why Restorative Justice Works 

Research consistently underscores the 
effectiveness of restorative justice (RJ). A pivotal 
review conducted by the Campbell 
Collaboration in 2013 revealed that individuals 
participating in RJ programs are 14% less likely to 
reoffend compared to those who go through 
traditional court systems. For instance, in the 
UK’s youth justice framework, a study indicated 
a 27% reduction in repeat offenses among 
adolescents who engaged in RJ. The key factor 
behind this success? Empathy. When offenders 
are confronted with the real human 
consequences of their actions, they become 
more inclined to change their behavior. 

Victims also experience significant benefits from 
RJ. A study from the University of Pennsylvania in 
2019 found that 80% of victims involved in RJ 
processes reported feeling satisfied, in stark 
contrast to only 37% satisfaction among those 
who went through court proceedings. One theft 
survivor expressed, “Hearing the offender 
apologize helped me release the anger I had 
been holding onto for years.” Additionally, RJ 
proves to be cost-effective. In Australia, RJ 
programs are reported to cost 40% less per case 
than traditional court hearings, according to the 
New South Wales Bureau of Crime Statistics in 
2021. These savings stem from quicker 
resolutions and reduced prison-related 
expenses. 

Communities also experience healing through 
RJ. In post-conflict Colombia, casas de justicia 
(community justice centers) utilized RJ to 
resolve 60% of local disputes, ranging from land 
issues to minor theft. By addressing underlying 
causes such as poverty and historical 
grievances, these dialogues helped to rebuild 
trust in areas previously ravaged by violence. 

The Road Ahead 

Restorative justice (RJ) holds immense potential 
to transform how societies address harm, but its 
success hinges on thoughtful adaptation and 
systemic support. Three critical steps can unlock 
this potential: 

1. Cultural Adaptation: For restorative 
justice (RJ) to truly resonate, it needs to 
harmonize with local values and customs. A 
prime example can be found in Chimaltenango, 
where survivors of intimate partner violence 
engage in xajil ceremonies—a traditional Maya 
practice centered around communal 
storytelling. During these ceremonies, survivors 
are given the space to express their pain, while 
offenders commit to making amends through 
actions such as community service or pledges 
of sobriety. This integration of RJ principles with 
cultural traditions has led to a remarkable 40% 
reduction in repeat offenses in the villages that 
participate, highlighting how cultural relevance 
can enhance trust and encourage active 
participation in the justice process. However, 
such models require sensitivity; imposing 
foreign frameworks without local input risks 
alienating communities, as seen in Uganda, 
where Western-style RJ clashed with patriarchal 
norms, sidelining women’s voices.397 
2. Investment in Training: The success of 
restorative justice (RJ) relies heavily on the 
presence of skilled facilitators who can adeptly 
manage power dynamics and address trauma. 
Norway’s government-supported mediation 
services serve as a prime example of this 
commitment. The nation dedicates 2% of its 
justice budget to the training of mediators in 
essential skills such as trauma-informed 
practices, active listening, and cultural 
awareness. This investment ensures that 
facilitators are well-equipped to handle the 
complexities of RJ, ultimately enhancing its 
effectiveness and promoting equity within the 
justice system. Mediators undergo 300 hours of 
coursework and supervised practice, ensuring 
they can manage emotionally charged 
dialogues without retraumatizing participants.398 
In contrast, India’s Juvenile Justice Boards (JJBs) 
struggle with understaffing and inadequate 
training—only 12% of JJB members have formal 

                                                           
397 Walgrave L, ‘Restorative Justice and the Law: Socio-Legal Reflections on 
the Norwegian Mediation Model’ (2018) 12(3) Restorative Justice International 45. 
398 Norwegian Mediation Service (Konfliktråd), Annual Report 
2023 (Norwegian Ministry of Justice 
2024) https://www.konfliktraadet.no accessed 26 February 2025. 
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RJ training, leading to inconsistent outcomes. A 
2023 NCPCR audit revealed that untrained staff 
in Odisha often default to punitive measures, 
even for minor offenses.399 Closing this gap 
requires governments to prioritize funding for RJ 
academies, akin to Norway’s Konfliktråd Institute, 
which has certified over 1,000 mediators since 
2015. 
3. Hybrid Systems: Bridging Restoration and 
Accountability 
RJ need not replace traditional justice but can 
complement it. New Zealand’s judiciary refers 
40% of eligible cases—such as theft or assault—
to Whānau Conferencing before sentencing. 
Offenders who complete RJ agreements (e.g., 
restitution, counseling) receive lighter 
sentences, ensuring accountability while 
encouraging rehabilitation. This hybrid model 
balances societal safety with individual growth. 
For example, a 17-year-old in Auckland who 
stole a car avoided jail by repairing the vehicle 
and attending mechanic training, a plan crafted 
jointly by his family, the victim, and a Māori elder. 
Similarly, Germany allows RJ in post-sentencing 
phases for severe crimes; a 2022 pilot in Berlin 
enabled murderers’ families to apologize to 
victims’ relatives, aiding closure.400 However, 
hybrid systems require clear guidelines to 
prevent coercion.  
Restorative justice is not a panacea, nor does it 
excuse harm. Rather, it redefines justice as a 
process of healing rather than retribution. 
Consider a teenager in Oslo who spray-painted 
a local bakery. Through mediation, he met the 
owner, learned how the vandalism affected her 
livelihood, and spent weekends repainting the 
store. The owner, in turn, offered him a part-time 
job—a resolution that transformed shame into 
purpose. In Rwanda, a survivor of the 1994 
genocide experienced a sense of solace when a 
perpetrator, during a Gacaca community trial, 
expressed remorse for the murder of her family. 
While no words could ever erase her loss, this 

                                                           
399 National Commission for Protection of Child Rights (NCPCR), Annual 
Report on Juvenile Justice 2023 (NCPCR 2023). 
400 Ministry of Justice New Zealand, Whānau Conferencing Guidelines (New 
Zealand Government 2020) https://www.justice.govt.nz accessed 26 
February 2025. 

acknowledgment allowed her to regain a sense 
of agency—a powerful illustration of restorative 
justice (RJ) and its ability to heal fractured 
humanity. 

However, the potential of RJ is tempered by 
certain challenges. Cultural missteps, such as 
the caste-biased panchayats in Uttar Pradesh, 
risk perpetuating inequalities under the guise of 
“restoration.” Additionally, resource limitations—
from Guatemala’s underfunded comadronas to 
India’s overwhelmed Juvenile Justice Boards 
(JJBs)—hinder the scalability of RJ initiatives. 
Ideological resistance also remains; some critics 
label RJ as “soft” on crime, overlooking its 
rigorous approach to demanding accountability 
through action rather than isolation. 

For RJ to flourish, it must adapt as a flexible 
complement to comprehensive justice systems 
rather than serve as a replacement. This 
involves integrating RJ into legal frameworks 
while maintaining its community-driven 
essence. It also requires funding training 
programs that equip facilitators to navigate 
cultural nuances effectively. Ultimately, it is 
essential to recognize that justice fundamentally 
revolves around restoring dignity—for victims, 
offenders, and the communities they inhabit. In 
a world burdened by overcrowded prisons and 
systemic inequities, RJ presents more than just 
an alternative; it encourages us to reimagine 
justice as a process of healing, achieved one 
dialogue at a time. 
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offending. Section 248 mandates FGCs involving 
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https://ijlr.iledu.in/
https://iledu.in/
https://nsdcindia.org/vimukthi
https://nsdcindia.org/vimukthi
https://navsarjantrust.org/
https://odisha.gov.in/panchayat
https://unicef.org/india
https://www.regjeringen.no/

