
1 
 

Restorative Justice? What’s that? 
By Howard Zehr 

 
 

Do a Google search for the phrase “restorative justice” and you will get over a 
million “hits” for a term that was virtually non-existent 25 years ago. Ask what it means and 
you may get a variety of answers. 

For many, it implies a meeting between victims of crime and those who have 
committed those crimes. A family meets with the teenagers who burglarized their home, 
expressing their feelings and negotiating a plan for repayment. Parents meet with the man 
who murdered their daughter to tell him the impact and get answers to their questions.  A 
school principal and his family meet with the boys who exploded a pipe bomb in their front 
yard, narrowly missing the principal and his infant child. The family's and the neighbors' 
fears of a recurrence are put to rest and the boys for the first time understand the enormity of 
what they have done. 

Restorative justice does include encounter programs for victims and offenders; today 
there are thousands of such programs all over the world. But restorative justice is more than 
an encounter, and its scope reaches far beyond the criminal justice system.  Increasingly 
schools are implementing restorative disciplinary processes, religious bodies are using 
restorative approaches to deal with wrongdoing – including clergy sexual abuse – and whole 
societies are considering restorative approaches to address wrongs done on a mass scale.  Of 
growing popularity are restorative conferences or circle processes that bring groups of people 
together to share perspectives and concerns and collaboratively find solutions to the problems 
facing their families and communities. 

Restorative justice emerged in the 1970s as an effort to correct some of the 
weaknesses of the western legal system while building on its strengths. An area of special 
concern has been the neglect of victims and their needs; legal justice is largely about what to 
do with offenders.  It has also been driven by a desire to hold offenders truly accountable.  
Recognizing that punishment is often ineffective, restorative justice aims at helping offenders 
to recognize the harm they have caused and encouraging them to repair the harm, to the 
extent it is possible. Rather than obsessing about whether offenders get what they deserve, 
restorative justice focuses on repairing the harm of crime and engaging individuals and 
community members in the process. 

It is basically common sense – the kind of lessons our parents and fore parents taught 
– and that has led some to call it a way of life. When a wrong has been done, it needs to be 
named and acknowledged. Those who have been harmed need to be able to grieve their losses, 
to be able to tell their stories, to have their questions answered – that is, to have the harms 
and needs caused by the offense addressed. They – and we – need to have those who have 
done wrong accept their responsibility and take steps to repair the harm to the extent it is 
possible. 

As you might imagine with so many Google references, the usage of the term varies 
widely. Sometimes it is used in ways that are rather far removed from what those in the field 
have intended.  So when you see the term, you might ask yourself these questions: Are the 
wrongs being acknowledged? Are the needs of those who were harmed being addressed? Is 
the one who committed the harm being encouraged to understand the damage and accept his 
or her obligation to make right the wrong? Are those involved in or affected by this being 
invited to be part of the “solution?” Is concern being shown for everyone involved? If the 
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answers to these questions are “no,” then even though it may have restorative elements, it 
isn't restorative justice. 

With this background and qualifications, then, what is restorative justice?  So many 
misconceptions have grown up around the term that I find it increasingly important to first 
clarify what, in my view, restorative justice is not. 
 
Restorative justice is not.... 
 
 Restorative justice is not primarily about forgiveness or reconciliation.   

 
Some victims and victim advocates react negatively to restorative justice because 

they have the impression that the goal of such programs is to encourage or even coerce 
them to forgive or reconcile with offenders.   

As we shall see, this is not a primary principle or focus of restorative justice.   It is 
true that restorative justice does provide a context where this might happen.  Indeed, 
some degree of forgiveness or even reconciliation does occur much more frequently than 
in the adversarial setting of the criminal justice system.  However, this is a choice that is 
entirely up to the participants.  There should be no pressure to choose this option. 
 

 Restorative justice is not mediation.   
 

Like mediation programs, many restorative justice programs are designed around the 
possibility of a facilitated meeting or encounter between victims, offenders and perhaps 
community members. However, an encounter is not always chosen or appropriate.  
Moreover, restorative approaches are important even when an offender has not been 
apprehended or when a party is unwilling or unable to meet. So restorative approaches are 
not limited to an encounter. 

Even when an encounter occurs, the term “mediation” is a problematic description.  
In a mediated conflict or dispute, parties are assumed to be on a level moral playing field, 
often with responsibilities that may need to be shared on all sides. While this sense of 
“shared blame” may be true in some criminal cases, in many cases it is not.  A victim in 
a rape or even a burglary does not want to be known as a “disputant.”  In fact, they may 
well be struggling to overcome a tendency to blame themselves.  

At any rate, to participate in most restorative justice encounters, a wrongdoer must 
admit to some level of responsibility for the offense, and an important component of such 
programs is to name and acknowledge the wrongdoing. So the neutral language of 
mediation may be misleading and even offensive in such cases. 

Although the term “mediation” was adopted early on in the field, for the above 
reasons it is increasingly being replaced by the terms such as “conferencing” or 
“dialogue.” 
 

 Restorative justice is not primarily designed to reduce recidivism.    
 

In an effort to gain acceptance, restorative justice programs are often promoted or 
evaluated as ways to reduce repeat crimes.  

There are good reasons to believe that in fact such programs will reduce offending.  
Indeed, the research thus far – which has mainly been conducted with juvenile offenders 
– is quite encouraging on this issue.  Nevertheless, reduced recidivism is not the reason 
for operating restorative justice programs. Reduced recidivism is an expected byproduct, 
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but restorative justice is done first of all because it is the right thing to do:  victims’ 
needs should be addressed, offenders should be encouraged to take responsibility, 
“stakeholders” should be involved in the process, regardless of whether offenders “get it” 
and reduce their offending. 

 
 Restorative justice is not a particular program or a blueprint.   

 
Various programs embody restorative justice in part or in full.  However, there is no 

“pure” model that can be seen as ideal or simply implemented in any community.  We 
are still on a steep learning curve in this field; the most exciting practices that have 
emerged in the past years were not even on the “screen” of those of us who began the first 
programs, and many more new ideas will surely emerge through dialogue and 
experimentation.  Also, all models are to some extent culture-bound.  So restorative 
justice should be built from the “bottom up,” by communities in dialogue assessing their 
needs and resources and applying the principles to their own situations.   

Restorative justice is not a map but the principles of restorative justice can be seen as 
a compass pointing a direction.  At minimum, restorative justice is an invitation for 
dialogue and exploration. 
 

 Restorative justice is not primarily intended for “minor” offenses or first-time offenders. 
 

It may be easier to get community support for programs that address such cases.  
However, experience has shown that restorative approaches may have the greatest impact 
in more severe cases.  Moreover, if the principles of restorative justice are taken 
seriously, the need for restorative approaches is especially clear in the severe cases.  The 
“guiding questions” of restorative justice may help to tailor justice responses in very 
difficult situations.  Domestic violence is probably the most problematic area of 
application and here great caution is advised. 
 

 Restorative justice is not a new or North American development. 
 

The modern field of restorative justice did develop from case experiments in several 
Mennonite communities in the 1970s.  Seeking to apply their faith as well as their peace 
perspective to the “real world” of criminal justice, practitioners in Ontario, Canada, and 
later in Indiana, U.S.A., experimented with victim-offender encounters that led to 
programs there and became models for programs throughout the world.  Restorative 
justice theory developed initially from this practice.  

However, the movement owes a great deal to earlier movements and to a variety of 
cultural and religious traditions. It owes a special debt to the indigenous people of North 
America and New Zealand. The precedents and roots of this movement are much wider 
and deeper than these roots in the 1970s.  Indeed, they are as old as human history. 
 

 Restorative justice is neither a panacea nor necessarily a replacement for the legal 
system. 

 
 By no means is restorative justice an answer to all situations.  Nor is it clear that it 
should replace the legal system, even in a more-or-less ideal world.  Many feel that even 
if restorative justice could be widely implemented, the western legal system would be 
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needed as a backup and a safeguard.1  Indeed, this is the function that the youth courts 
play in the restorative juvenile justice system of New Zealand. 
 Most restorative justice advocates agree that there is not only a public dimension to 
crime but also a “private” dimension; more accurately, this might be termed a societal 
dimension as opposed to a more local and personal dimension. The legal system focuses 
on the public dimensions, i.e. on society’s interests and obligations as represented by the 
state.  However, this approach downplays or ignores the personal and interpersonal 
dimensions of crime.  By focusing on and elevating the latter “private” dimensions of 
crime, restorative justice seeks to provide a better balance in how we experience justice. 
 
 Restorative justice is not necessarily the opposite of retribution.    

 
For those who are acquainted with my earlier book, Changing Lenses, this may come as a 
surprise.  The contrasting models that I outlined there – retributive justice vs restorative 
justice – have been widely adopted in the field.  Those charts remain a useful analytical 
or critical tool, but I no longer see restoration as the polar opposite of retribution.  More 
on that later.   
 

Restorative justice is concerned about needs and roles 
 
 The restorative justice movement originally began as an effort to rethink the needs 
and roles implicit in crimes. It was concerned about the needs that were not being met in the 
usual justice process.  Those involved in this movement were also concerned that the 
prevailing understanding of who is considered key “players” or “stakeholders” in justice was 
too restrictive.  Restorative justice expands the circle of stakeholders – those with a stake in 
the event or the case – beyond just the government and the offender to also include victims 
and community members.    

Because this analysis of needs and roles was the origin of this movement and because 
it is so basic to the concept, it is important to start there.  As the field has developed, this 
“stakeholder analysis” has become more complex and encompassing.   Here I will simply 
identify several core concerns that were present at the beginning of the movement and 
continue to play a central role.2 
 
Victims 
 
  Of particular concern are the needs of crime victims that are not being adequately 
met by the criminal justice system.  Indeed, victims often feel ignored, neglected or even 
abused by the justice process.  This results in part from the legal definition of crime, which 
does not include victims:  crime is defined as against the state, so the state takes the place of 
the victim.  Yet victims often have a number of specific needs from a justice process.   
 Due to the legal definition of crime and the nature of the criminal justice process, the 
following four types of needs seem to be especially neglected: 
 

                                                 
1 The role of the state is most contested in situations where minority groups have felt systematically oppressed 
by the government, e.g. in Northern Ireland. 
2 The terminology of “victims” and “offenders” is often quite problematic.  Because this book is directed 
toward the criminal justice arena, and because the alternatives are often awkward, I have nevertheless used that 
language here. 
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1. Information.  Victims need answers to questions that they have about the offense, 
about why it happened, about what has happened since.  They need “real” 
information, not speculation or the legally-constrained information that comes 
from a trial or plea agreement.  Often this requires direct or indirect access to 
offenders who hold this information. 

 
2. Truth-telling.  An important element in healing or transcending the experience of 

crime is an opportunity to tell their story of what happened.  Indeed, it is often 
important to retell this many times.  There are good therapeutic reasons for this:  
part of the trauma of crime is the way it upsets our views of ourselves and our 
world, our life-stories.  Transcendence of this experience means “re-storying” 
one’s life by telling the story in significant settings, often where it can receive 
public acknowledgement.   Often too it is important for them to tell this story to 
the one who caused this harm and to have them understand the impact of his or 
her actions.   

 
3. Empowerment.  Victims often feel like control has been taken away from them 

by the offense – control over their property, their body, their emotions, their 
dreams.  Involvement in their own case as it goes through a justice process can 
be an important way to return a sense of empowerment to them. 

 
4. Restitution or vindication.  Restitution by offenders is often important to victims, 

sometimes because of the actual losses but just as importantly, because of the 
symbolic statement implied.  When an offender makes an effort to make right the 
harm, even if only partially, it is a way of saying “I am taking responsibility, and 
you are not to blame.”  Restitution, in fact, is a symptom or sign of a more basic 
need, the need for vindication. While the concept of vindication is beyond the 
scope of this booklet, I am convinced that it is a basic need that we all have when 
we are treated unjustly.  Restitution is one of a number of ways of meeting this 
need to even the score. 

 
 The theory and the practice of restorative justice has emerged from and been 
profoundly shaped by an effort to take these needs of victims seriously.   
 
Offenders 
 
 A second major area of concern for restorative justice is offender accountability.   
 

The criminal justice system is concerned about holding offenders accountable but 
what is meant is making sure offenders get the punishment they deserve.  Little in the 
process encourages offenders to understand the consequences of their actions or to empathize 
with victims.  On the contrary, the adversarial game requires offenders to look out for 
themselves.  Offenders are discouraged from acknowledging their responsibility and are 
given little opportunity to act on this responsibility in concrete ways.  The “neutralizing 
strategies” – the stereotypes and rationalizations that offenders use to distance themselves 
from the people they hurt – are never challenged.  Unfortunately, then, the sense of 
alienation from society felt by many offenders is only heightened by the legal process and by 
the prison experience.  So for a variety of reasons the legal process tends to discourage 
taking responsibility and the development of empathy on the part of offenders.   
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Restorative justice has brought an awareness of some of the limits and negative 
byproducts of punishment.  Beyond that, however, it has argued that punishment is not real 
accountability.  Real accountability would mean facing up to what one has done: real 
accountability would encourage offenders to understand the impact of their behavior – the 
harms they have done -  and to take steps to put things right as much as possible.  Such 
accountability, it is argued, is better for victims, better for society, better even for offenders.    

Offenders have other needs beyond their responsibility to victims and communities.  
If we are to expect them to assume their responsibilities, to change their behavior, to become 
contributing members of our communities, restorative justice assumes that these needs must 
be addressed as well. 
 Unlike the legal or criminal justice system which centers around desserts – making 
sure offenders get what they deserve – restorative justice is more focused on needs:  the 
needs of victims, the need of communities, the needs of offenders.   
 
Community 
 
 Community members too have needs arising from crime and they have roles to play.  
Restorative justice advocates such as Judge Barry Stuart and Kay Pranis argue that when the 
state takes over in our name, it undermines our sense of community.  Communities are 
impacted by crime and in many cases should be considered stakeholders as secondary victims.  
Community members also have important roles to play and may have responsibilities to 
victims, offenders and to themselves.  Community involvement in a case can provide a 
forum to work at these things while strengthening the community itself. 
 Much more could be – and has been – written about who has a stake in a crime and 
about their needs and roles.  However, the basic concerns about needs and roles of victims, 
offenders and community members outlined above continue to provide the focus for both the 
theory and practice of restorative justice. 
 
Restorative Principles 
 

 Restorative justice is a based on a simple idea 
 
 Restorative justice is based upon an old, commonsense understanding of wrongdoing.  
Although it would be expressed differently in different cultures, this approach is probably 
common to most traditional societies.  For those of us from European background, it is the 
way many of our ancestors (and perhaps even our parents) understood wrongdoing.   
 

Crime is a violation of people and of interpersonal relationships. 
Violations create obligations. 
The central obligation is to put right the wrongs. 

 
 Underlying this understanding of wrongdoing is an assumption about society:  we 
are all interconnected.  In the Hebrew scriptures, this is embedded in the concept of shalom, 
the vision of living in a sense of “all-rightness” with each other, the creator and the 
environment.  Many cultures, however, have a word that represents this notion of the 
centrality of relationships:  for the Maori, it is communicated by whakappa; for the Navajo, 
hozho; for many Africans, the Bantu word ubuntu.  Although the specific meanings of these 
words vary, they communicate a similar message: all things are connected to each other in a 
web of relationships. 
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The problem of crime, in this worldview, is that it represents a wound in the 
community, a tear in the web of relationships.  Crime represents damaged relationships -  
damaged relationships are both a cause and an effect of crime.  As Rosemary Rowlands of 
the Yukon First Nation community often says, the harm of one is the harm of all. A harm 
such as crime ripples out to disrupt the whole web.  Moreover, wrongdoing is often a 
symptom that something is out of balance in the web. 

Interrelationships imply mutual obligations and responsibilities.  It comes as no 
surprise, then that this view of wrongdoing emphasizes the importance of making amends or 
“putting right;” indeed, making amends for wrongdoing is an obligation. While the initial 
emphasis may be on the obligations owed by offenders, however, the focus on 
interconnectedness opens the possibility that others – especially the larger community – may 
have obligations as well. Even more fundamentally, this view of wrongdoing implies a 
concern for healing of those involved:  victims, but also offenders and communities.  

 
Translated into justice terms, this understanding may be better understood in contrast 

to the “legal” or criminal justice understanding of crime: 
 

Criminal Justice Restorative justice 
Crime is a violation of the law and the 
state. 
 
Violations create guilt. 
 
Justice requires the state to determine 
blame (guilt) and impose pain 
(punishment). 
 
Central focus:  offenders getting what 
they deserve. 

Crime is a violation of people and 
relationships. 
 
Violations create obligations. 
 
Justice involves victims, offenders and 
community members in an effort to put 
things right. 
 
Central focus:  victim needs and offender 
responsibility for repairing harm. 

 
The differences in these two approaches might be boiled down to the three central questions 
asked in the search for justice: 
 
Criminal justice Restorative justice 
What laws have been broken? 
Who did it? 
What do they deserve? 

Who has been hurt? 
What are their needs? 
Whose obligations are these? 

 
In an oft-quoted passage from Christian and Jewish scripture, the prophet Micah asks 

the question:  “What does the Lord require?”  The answer begins with the phrase, “to do 
justice.”  But what does justice require?  As we have seen, western society’s answer has 
focused on making sure offenders get what they deserve.  Restorative justice answers 
differently, focusing first of all on needs and resulting obligations. 

The Appendix provides a statement of restorative justice principles and their implications 
based directly on the concept of wrongdoing outlined above.  For our purposes here, 
however, this simple concept helps understand why needs, roles and obligations are so 
essential to restorative justice.   

 
 



8 
 

 Restorative justice in threes 
 
3 assumptions underlie restorative justice: 

 When people and relationships are harmed, needs are created 
 The needs created by harms lead to obligations 
 The obligation is to heal and “put right” the harms; this is a just response. 

 
3 principles of restorative justice reflect these assumptions: A just response… 

 repairs the harm caused by, and revealed by, wrongdoing (restoration); 
 encourages appropriate responsibility for addressing needs and repairing the harm 

(accountability); 
 involves those impacted, including the community, in the resolution (engagement). 

 
3 underlying values provide the foundation: 

 Respect 
 Responsibility  
 Relationship  

 
3 questions are central to restorative justice: 

 Who has been hurt? 
 What are their needs? 
 Who has the obligation to address the needs, to put right the harms, to restore 

relationships? 
(As opposed to: What rules were broken? Who did it? What do they deserve?) 

 
3 stakeholder groups should be considered and/or involved: 

 Those who have been harmed, and their families 
 Those who have caused harm, and their families 
 The relevant community 

 
3 aspirations guide restorative justice:  the desire to live in right relationship… 

 with one another; 
 with the creation; 
 with the Creator. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For a new idea 
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In my earlier writings, I often drew a sharp contrast between the “retributive” 

framework of the legal or criminal justice system and a more restorative approach to justice. 
More recently, however, I have come to believe that this polarization may be somewhat 
misleading. Although charts of highlighting contrasting characteristics illuminate some 
important elements of the two approaches, they also misleading and hide important 
similarities and areas of collaboration. 
 
Retributive justice vs. restorative justice? 

For example, philosopher of law Conrad Brunk has argued that on the theoretical 
level, retribution and restoration are not the polar opposites that we often assume.3  In fact, 
they have much in common.  A primary goal of both retributive theory and restorative 
theory is to vindicate through reciprocity, by “evening the score.” Where they differ is in 
what effectively will right the balance. 

Both retributive and restorative theories of justice acknowledge a basic moral 
intuition that a balance has been thrown off by the wrongdoing.  Consequently, the victim 
deserves something and the offender owes something.  Both approaches argue that there 
must be a proportional relationship between the act and the response.  They differ, however, 
on the currency that will fulfill the obligations and right the balance.   

Retributive theory believes that pain will vindicate, but in practice that is often 
counterproductive for both victim and offender.   Restorative justice theory, on the other 
hand, argues that what truly vindicates is acknowledgement of victims’ harms and needs 
combined with an active effort to encourage offenders to take responsibility, make right the 
wrongs and address the causes of their behavior.  By addressing this need for vindication in 
a positive way, restorative justice has the potential to affirm both victim and offender and 
help them transform their lives. 

 
Criminal justice vs. restorative justice? 
 

Restorative justice advocates may dream of a day when justice is fully restorative but 
whether this realistic is debatable, at least in the immediate future.  More attainable, perhaps, 
is a time when restorative justice is the norm while some form of the legal or criminal justice 
system provides the backup or alternative. 

We must have a system to sort out the “truth” as best we can when people are denying 
responsibility.   Some cases are simply too difficult or horrendous to be worked out by 
those with a direct stake in the offense. We must have a process that gives attention to 
societal needs and obligations that go beyond those of the immediate stakeholders. We also 
must not lose those qualities that the legal system at its best represents:  the rule of law, due 
process, a deep regard for human rights, the orderly development of law.   
 Real world justice might best be viewed as a continuum.  On the one end is the 
western legal system model. Its strengths - such as the encouragement of human rights - are 
substantial.  Yet it has some glaring weaknesses.  At the other end is the restorative 
alternative.  It too has important strengths.  It too has inadequacies, at least as currently 
conceived and practiced.  

A realistic goal, perhaps, is to move as far as we can toward a process that is 

                                                 
3 “Restorative Justice and the Philosophical Theories of Criminal Punishment” in The Spiritual Roots of 
Restorative Justice, Michael L. Hadley, editor. (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 2001) pp. 31-
56. 
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restorative.  In some cases or situations, we may not be able to move very far.  In others, 
we may achieve processes and outcomes that are truly restorative.  In between will be many 
cases and situations where both systems must be utilized and justice is only partly restorative. 

Meanwhile, we can dream of a day when this particular continuum is no longer 
relevant because both ends of the continuum will rest on a restorative foundation. 
 
Restorative justice is a river 
 
 Some years ago, while living in Pennsylvania, my wife and I set out to find the 
source of the Susquehana River that flows through that state.  We followed one of its two 
branches until, when the stream was but a tiny trickle, we found behind a farmer’s barn a 
rusty pipe sticking out the hill.  Fed by a spring, the water fell from the pipe into a bathtub 
that served as a watering trough for cattle.  It spilled over the bathtub, spread out along the 
ground, then formed the stream that eventually became this mighty river. 

It is, of course, debatable whether this particular spring is the source – there are others 
in the vicinity that could compete for that honor.  And at any rate, this stream would not be a 
river if not fed by hundreds of other streams. This river and this spring has become a 
metaphor for the restorative justice movement. 
 

The contemporary field of restorative justice started as a tiny trickle in the 1970s, an effort by a handful of people dreaming 
of doing justice differently. It originated in practice and in experimentation rather than in abstractions; the theory, the concept, 
came later.  But while the immediate sources of the modern restorative justice “stream” are recent, both concept and practice 
drew upon traditions as deep as human history and as wide as the world community. 

For some time the restorative justice stream was driven underground by our modern 
legal systems.  In the last quarter century, however, that stream has resurfaced, growing into 
a widening river; restorative justice today is acknowledged worldwide by governments and 
communities concerned about crime.  Thousands of people worldwide bring their 
experience and expertise to this river. This river - like all rivers - exists because it is being fed 
by numerous tributaries flowing in from around the world.  

Some of feeder streams are practical programs such as those being implemented in 
many countries throughout the world.  The river is also being fed by a variety of indigenous 
traditions and modern applications which draw upon those traditions:  Family Group 
Conferences from New Zealand, for example, sentencing circles from aboriginal 
communities in the Canadian north, Navajo Peacemaking Courts, African customary law.  
The field of mediation and conflict resolution feeds into that river as do the victims rights 
movements and prison alternatives movements of the past decades. A variety of religious 
traditions flow into this river. 

While the experiments, practices and customs from many countries and cultures are 
instructive, none can or should be copied and simply “plugged into” other societies.  Rather, 
they are examples of how different societies have found their own appropriate ways to find 
justice as a response to wrongdoing.  Their approaches may give us some “new” ideas with 
which to start.  While these examples and traditions may not provide blueprints, they may 
serve as catalysts for ideas and directions.   
 The argument presented here is quite simple:  justice will not be served if we 
maintain our exclusive focus on the questions that drive our current justice systems:  What 
laws have been broken?  Who “done” it?  What do they deserve?   
 Real justice requires, instead, that we ask questions such as these:  Who has been 
hurt?  What do they need?  Whose obligations and responsibilities are these?  Who has a 
stake in this situation?  What is the process that can involve the stakeholders in finding a 
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solution?   Restorative justice requires us to change not just our lenses but our questions. 
 Above all, restorative justice is an invitation to join in a dialogue so that we may 
support and learn from each other.   It is a reminder that all of us are indeed interconnected. 
 
 
*This is a summary of The Little Book of Restorative Justice by Howard Zehr (Good Books, 
2002) 
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