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The gap between theory and practice in RJ 

• ‘Mind the gap’ (between theory and 
practice) i.e. the principles are not always 
implemented in practice (Daly, 2003)   

• Some of the principles are important – 
theoretical and empirical research has 
linked restorative principles to the safety 
(i.e. safeguards) and effectiveness of 
restorative practices (see, for example, 
McCold and Wachtel, 2002; Tyler, 2006; 
Gavrielides, 2007) 

 
 
 
 



Restorative principles 

• Process principles include: stakeholder dialogue; voluntariness; equal and 
respectful treatment of participants (facilitator impartiality); non-
domination of the process by the facilitator (participant ownership over 
the process) – procedural justice! 

• Outcome principles include: repairing the harm done to the victim; 
reconciling relationships affected by crime and conflict; reintegrating 
participants into the community (of care) – i.e RJ is “is primarily oriented 
towards repairing the individual, relational and social harm caused by that 
offence” (Walgrave, 2008: 21) 

• Some of these are quite nebulous concepts – vague, difficult to define and, 
most importantly, difficult – or even impossible – to implement fully in 
practice, particularly when RJ is being used by justice agencies and/or as 
part of the formal criminal justice process (e.g. voluntariness) 
 



The importance of practitioners and policymakers 

• Policymakers and practitioners in justice agencies should be experts in 
the gap between theory and practice – important to study their 
experiences of enablers and barriers to principled delivery 

• On top of this, their discretion allows them to stretch the concept of RJ to 
include activities which do not adhere to the dialogic definition of RJ (e.g. 
reparation, mediation, one-way communication, informal dispute 
resolution, victim awareness, victim picking outcomes) – harm is not 
being addressed through dialogue 

• Subsequently… “The RJ carried out by police officers is not the same as 
the RJ which is described by academics” (Parker, 2013, p.139). 

• The role of policymakers and practitioners in creating the gap between 
theory and practice has not really been studied, but is likely to be 
relevant (Rutherford, 1993; Pfeffer and Sutton, 1999; Thaler and 
Sunstein, 2009; Lipsky, 2010; Kahneman, 2012) 

 



How is RJ delivery organised in England and Wales? 
• RJ delivery in E and W is organised at the local level – unlike 

in jurisdictions with a national delivery service. 
• Central government funding 2013-2017) was distributed 

mostly to Police and Crime Commissioners, therefore service 
providers are often organised at the level of the police force 
(e.g. Restorative Gloucestershire, Restorative Cleveland, 
Sussex RJ Partnership, the Restorative Hub [Durham]). 
 

Different areas have different approaches to service provision: 
• In some places, conferencing is contracted out (e.g. North 

Yorkshire, Cheshire), although police still deliver ‘instant’ RJ 
• Some areas have created new organisations to recruit 

volunteer facilitators (e.g. most ‘RJ Hubs’) 
• Many criminal justice agencies train their own staff to deliver 

restorative conferences – this might be done by generalists or 
by specialists (or both!) 

• The police still deliver Level 1 RJ in each of these areas 
• Postcode lottery in both quantity and quality of use – conflict 

between ‘national consistency’ and ‘locally responsive’ – what 
do these mean and are they desirable?  

Durham 

Gloucestershire 



Lots of restorative justice being used by the police? 

Total crime outcomes in Cleveland in 2013/14: 
14,085 (of which 9840 were charge/summons) 
 
Taken from 
http://data.gov.uk/dataset/crime_outcomes_in_e
ngland_and_wales  
 
Total “dealt with by means of an RJ outcome”: 579 
 
Taken from 
http://www.cleveland.pcc.police.uk/Information/
Restorative-Justice-in-Cleveland.aspx  
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The last thing we want? 

 
“[In practice] restorative 
justice is anything that 
happens in a room with 
restorative justice written 
on the door.”  
 
(Achutti, 2015) 



Site 1: Durham (pop. 595,000) 
- Three launches of RJ in the constabulary prior to govt. funding  
- Training in the force (Level 1 n=2079, Level 2 n=428) 
- Strong leadership in the force, with an ideological preference for RJ – 

“It’s the right thing to do” 
- Used for culture change – ‘Restorative Force’ and ‘Restorative County’ 
- Police can use RJ with any incident, crime or CJ outcome 
- Recording practices – police must record why they didn’t use RJ 
- Innovations – internal use, public complaints, studying use with OCGs 
- Current use – 2796 “RAs” by the force in 11 months to July 2015, 2/3s 

with adults, 4/5 at community resolution level – but how “quality” 
were they?  

- Hub existed before govt. funding and is currently expanding – 240 
volunteers & five month training w/ heavy restorative principles focus 
 



No pressure on volunteers… 



It must have been us! 



Site 2: Gloucestershire (pop. 564,000) 
- The story of Gloucestershire also starts before central govt. 

investment – two launches in police, use of volunteers in the prison 
- Chief Constable in favour, but pragmatic rather than ideological – 

essentially aiming to increase victim involvement in decision-making 
- Police only use RJ with a community resolution, not with all offences 
- Training in the force (Level 1 n=725, Level 2 n=45) 
- Current use – 672 RJs by the force in 11 months to July 2015 – only 

around 10% of which were conferences… 
- ‘Restorative County’ plan comes from the Hub, not the force 
- Hub expansion – 30 volunteers mainly delivering post-sentence, 

expanding to receive more police referrals 
- Innovations – internal conflict, public complaints, police-youth 

forums 
 



Restorative justice is not a 
priority, but… 
 
 
 
But is this stretching/diluting 
the concept? Ethos vs 
dialogic definitions… 

Office of the Police and Crime Commissioner for Gloucestershire (2014) 



Typology of police-led practices 
Two variables in this typology, based on directness and extent of communication between participants 

• Type 1 – No communication (e.g. cannabis, police-imposed outcomes) 
• Type 2 – Indirect, limited communication – no addressing of harm, communication limited solely to outcomes 
• Type 3 – Indirect, substantial communication (i.e. two-way letter writing or shuttle mediation equivalent to 

conferencing where harm is addressed) 
• Type 4 – Direct, limited communication – Type 1 practice with a face-to-face apology, but not addressing of 

harm 
• Type 5 – Direct, substantial communication – scripted restorative conferencing – both L1 and L2 

 
SO... the police have stretched the concept of RJ to include practices which do not adhere particularly 
closely to many restorative principles or to the dialogic approach… 
Is this an acceptable, pragmatic approach to RJ? Is this an adoption of the ethos definition of RJ (i.e. it is 
more restorative than they would have done otherwise? 

OR does the lack of safeguards mean there is an unacceptable risk to due process and to participants?  



The Community of Restorative Researchers 
• Join our discussion groups by searching ‘Community of Restorative Researchers’ on Facebook/ LinkedIn 

• ‘Like’ our Facebook page, on which we post the latest news, media representations, research, articles, 
events, jobs and anything else relating to RJ 

• Join on Twitter @restorative_res 

• Listen to our new podcast series ‘Restorative Conversations’ on SoundCloud, iTunes or TuneIn 

• Download our latest publication ‘Restorative Introductions’ from the website of the European Forum 
for Restorative Justice 

• We are also soliciting applications for volunteers and for members of our International Advisory Board 
– see our social media pages for more information! 

 



Scripted restorative practices 



Some preliminary findings 

• Community resolution as reintegrative? Up/down tariffing, net-
widening/narrowing 

• Ethos v dialogic definition – Level 1 RJ as more restorative than what they might 
have done otherwise, BUT with fewer safeguards  

• Redefining RJ as a service for victims and community remedy-style practices 
• Permeation of language and principles 
• Scripted model for generalists 
• Participant adherence to principles – ‘Restores’ like ‘Econs’ (Thaler and Sunstein, 

2009)? 
• The inclination to facilitate – tension between use of RJ for culture change and 

ensuring best practice – how to ensure safety/effectiveness during 
implementation? 
 
 
 



Some more preliminary findings 

• Some facilitators – who have not been trained in conferencing – do 
not define RJ as stakeholder dialogue, and therefore do not deliver 
practices in this way 

• Some facilitators may put pressure on people to participate because 
they think it is a better option for the stakeholders (i.e. community 
resolution for offender, reparation for victim or ideological preference 
for RJ) 

• Level 1 as an issue of resources – training, time, locations, etc. – all 
about ‘demand reduction’? 

• ‘Demand reduction’ as an important contextual consideration – not 
enough time and resources for restorative conferencing 
 

 


	Adhering to restorative principles in the course of delivery:� �A study of four RJ providers in England and Wales
	The gap between theory and practice in RJ
	Restorative principles
	The importance of practitioners and policymakers
	How is RJ delivery organised in England and Wales?
	Slide Number 6
	The last thing we want?
	Site 1: Durham (pop. 595,000)
	No pressure on volunteers…
	It must have been us!
	Site 2: Gloucestershire (pop. 564,000)
	Restorative justice is not a priority, but…����But is this stretching/diluting the concept? Ethos vs dialogic definitions…
	Typology of police-led practices
	The Community of Restorative Researchers
	Scripted restorative practices
	Some preliminary findings
	Some more preliminary findings

