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Chapter 24 

Does Restorative Justice Reduce Recidivism? Assessing Evidence and Claims 

about Restorative Justice and Reoffending 

Ellie Piggott & William Wood 

 

Abstract 

This chapter contributes to the Handbook’s key objectives by critically examining the question of 

whether or not restorative justice (RJ) can be demonstrated to reduce reoffending. Since the 1990s, 

RJ has emerged as a popular alternative to more traditional or conventional criminal justice 

responses to crime. In its growth and increasing institutionalization, there has been a growing focus 

by policy makers and interest by researchers on the ability of RJ to reduce reoffending. To date, 

however, evaluation research has failed to report consistent findings. These mixed results can be 

attributed to substantial variation in RJ programmes. Currently there is little consensus on what 

defines RJ and, therefore, what defines an RJ intervention. As a result, many programmes differ 

in ways that are theoretically and empirically related to offending. The conflicting results found in 

RJ evaluations can be further attributed to the wide variation in study design and significant 

methodological limitations, largely pertaining to how best to: (i) control for potential bias and form 

a fair and equivalent comparison group, and (ii) measure reoffending. Through a concise but 

thorough examination of findings of existing RJ evaluation research from English-speaking 

countries, we provide readers with a “user guide” for understanding and critically assessing current 

evidence on the effects of RJ on reoffending. We conclude that given the considerable 

heterogeneity in programme and research design, there remains limited methodological rigorous 

evidence to support the claim that RJ interventions reduce reoffending, and that the promising 

conclusions reported in some reviews and meta-analyses may be overly optimistic given these 

limitations. 

 

Introduction 

Since the 1990s, restorative justice (RJ) has emerged as a popular alternative to more traditional 

responses to criminal behaviour. At present, restorative programmes and policies have been 

implemented, trialled, or planned in all regions of the world, including Australasia, America, 

Europe, Africa, and Asia. The global rise of RJ has followed from a growing number of claims 

regarding its ability to achieve high levels of victim involvement, participant satisfaction, 

procedural justice, offender accountability and compliance (Hoyle et al., 2002; Latimer et al., 

2005; McCold and Wachtel, 1998; McGarrell et al., 2000), and lower rates of reoffending (Bonta 

et al., 2006; Bradshaw and Roseborough, 2005; Nugent et al., 2003; Latimer et al., 2005; Sherman 

et al., 2015a, 2015b). While there is considerable debate whether the reduction of recidivism 

should be a legitimate goal of RJ (Robinson and Shapland, 2008), crime reduction is nonetheless 

a significant policy concern. That is, reoffending reduction is a key measure of the effectiveness 

of criminal justice initiatives and an overall performance indicator of a criminal justice system 
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across most public departments (Cunneen and Luke, 2007: 197). Consequently, within a policy 

context, it is essential to test the empirical claim that RJ can positively effect change in offending 

behaviour (Hayes, 2005: 79). 

Substantial research literature has aimed to determine whether participation in RJ reduces 

reoffending. However, such evaluation research has failed to report consistent findings. Although 

a number of studies have found that RJ programmes can reduce post-intervention offending (Allard 

et al., 2009; Baffour, 2006; Bergseth and Bouffard, 2007, 2013; Daly et al., 2013; de Beus and 

Rodriguez, 2007; Hayes, 2005; Luke and Lind, 2002; McGarrell et al., 2000; McGarrell and 

Hipple, 2007; Sherman et al., 2000), others have reported no significant effect (Jeong et al., 2012;  

McCold and Wachtel, 1998; Piggott, 2015; Shapland et al., 2008; Smith and Weatherburn, 2012). 

A small number of studies have also found RJ to increase the likelihood of reoffending (Bonta et 

al., 1983; Roy, 1993; Sherman et al., 2000; URSA Institute, 1993). 

These mixed findings can be attributed to substantial differences between RJ programmes in policy 

and practice. Currently, there is little consensus on what constitutes RJ (Daly, 2016) and, therefore, 

on what constitutes an RJ intervention. As a result, a diverse range of programmes – which differ 

in ways that are both theoretically and empirically related to reoffending – have been assessed by 

RJ evaluators. The conflicting results reported in RJ evaluations can further be attributed to wide 

variation in study design and methodological challenges, largely pertaining to: (i) how best to 

control for potential bias and form a fair and equivalent comparison group, and (ii) how best to 

measure recidivism. 

This chapter aims to provide a concise but thorough explanation of the contradictory findings 

reported in RJ evaluation research. The chapter offers readers a critical overview of current 

evidence and claims regarding RJ’s ability to reduce reoffending. We first examine how restorative 

programmes differ in ways theoretically and empirically related to recidivism and assess existing 

evidence from English-speaking countries of what is currently known and not known about RJ and 

reoffending. We then examine current methodological limitations and differing research 

approaches in controlling for potential bias and forming equivalent comparisons within studies 

assessing the influence of RJ on recidivism. Finally, we discuss current methodological issues 

within RJ research related to the measurement of reoffending, before providing concluding 

remarks and directions for future research. 

Variation in restorative justice programmes 

There is currently little agreement among practitioners, researchers, and academics regarding the 

definition of RJ. What precisely constitutes a “restorative” intervention remains subject to rigorous 

debate (Daly, 2016). Consequently, the label of “restorative justice” has been applied to a diverse 

range of programmes. While some scholars have argued that it may be not be possible or even 

preferable to reach an agreed definition of restorative justice, current variation in theory and 

practice make assessing the evidence of RJ’s ability to reduce reoffending challenging. Different 

types of restorative interventions are likely to have different impacts on recidivism (Strang and 

Sherman, 2015: 16). Even within specific types of RJ practices, restorative justice conferencing 

(RJC) for example, differences between programmes are still likely to impact estimates of 
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reoffending. In this section, we assess what is empirically known about how, for whom, and in 

what context different RJ practices may or may not effectively reduce reoffending. 

Involvement of victims 

One element of RJ interventions that appears to affect post-intervention offending is the level of 

victim participation. The efficacy of direct victim involvement is supported by Sykes and Matza’s 

(1957) neutralization theory and Collins’s (2004) interaction ritual theory. RJ processes that 

involve direct participation of victims via face-to-face meetings appear to undermine offenders’ 

abilities to employ neutralization techniques, particularly “denial of harm” and “denial of victim”, 

because it is difficult for offenders to deny the existence of victims and injury caused when 

evidence to the contrary is placed squarely in front of them (Braithwaite, 2002). However, if a 

victim chooses not to participate, or participate only indirectly, it is much easier for an offender to 

maintain such denials. This is supported by findings from Maxwell and Morris (2001), who found 

that juvenile offenders who met and/or apologized to their victim during their conference were less 

likely to receive a reconviction. Similarly, Shapland et al. (2008) found that serious adult offenders 

who wanted to meet their victim were also less likely to be reconvicted. Findings from Hayes, 

McGee and Cerruto (2011) and Shapland et al. (2008) also suggest that offenders who were more 

successful in desisting from crime reported being impacted by hearing the harms and consequences 

of their actions from victims. Given these findings, RJ interventions with direct victim 

participation may be likely to have a greater impact on offender behaviour post-intervention 

compared to RJCs that do not. 

Collins’s (2004) interaction ritual theory further suggests that the presence of victims in RJ 

interventions influences post-intervention offending. Collins (2004: 111) asserts that interaction 

rituals (IR), such as RJ interventions, encourage individuals to conform to law-abiding behaviour 

through social solidarity and strong collective emotion. The four ingredients required for a 

successful IR include: (i) the physical presence of all participants, (ii) the exclusion of non-

participants (via physical or psychological barriers), (iii) a collective focus on a common purpose, 

and (iv) a shared mood or emotional experience (Collins, 2004). According to Rossner (2011), if 

all these conditions are met during an IR, conversational and bodily rhythm develops between 

participants, resulting in a mutual sense of group membership and a long-term boost in positive 

feelings such as confidence, enthusiasm, and elation that serves to recommit those present to the 

shared morality of the group. Rossner’s (2013) reanalysis of RJCs from the Canberra Reintegrative 

Shaming Experiments (RISE) (Sherman et al., 1998) examined differences between conferences 

in three core elements of a successful IR: reintegration, solidarity, and emotional energy, finding 

that RJCs achieving high levels of solidarity and reintegration resulted in a decrease in both the 

prevalence and frequency of rearrest of young offenders. To our knowledge, only one study, by 

Bouffard et al. (2017), has found that juvenile offenders who had direct contact with their victim 

took significantly less time to reoffend than those who had no, minimal, or indirect victim contact. 

However, this study utilized exceptionally small sample sizes, a problem we discuss later in more 

detail. 

Given these findings, there is also some doubt as to the effectiveness of RJ to reduce reoffending 

for victimless crimes such as drug possession, public intoxication, dangerous driving, or crimes 
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against corporations, governments, or community organizations which frequently lack an 

identifiable victim. 

Involvement of communities of care 

Another element of some restorative practices that is frequently argued to reduce reoffending is 

the inclusion of offender support persons, or what RJ advocates term “communities of care”. Both 

Hirschi’s (1969) social bond theory and Braithwaite’s (1989) theory of reintegrative shaming 

support this claim. According to social bond theory, RJ practices that include an offender’s 

community of care offer a means of strengthening or repairing (damaged) relationships with 

conventional others and, in turn, normative society (Hirschi, 1969). Braithwaite’s (2002: 154) 

concept of “reintegrative shaming” is similar, as its emphasis is placed on those who have the most 

meaningful relationships with the offender. Braithwaite (1989: 87) also contends that offenders’ 

desires to maintain the social approval of their significant others motivates them to conform more 

than does the indeterminate threat of legal sanctions or the opinion of justice officials. 

Consequently, both theories suggest that RJ programmes which do not engage agents of informal 

social control are not theoretically equivalent in terms of reducing reoffending compared to those 

that do. While many RJ interventions involve the participation of offender support persons, at least 

in principle, other programmes only include an offender, a victim, and a neutral mediator. 

Evidence supporting these theoretical pathways of reduced offending is, however, limited. At 

present, research suggests that offenders perceive RJ as more reintegrative than court processing 

(Strang et al., 2011), particularly when it encompasses existing positive social attachments (Kim 

and Gerber, 2010), and that the perceived experience of social disapproval and reintegration 

predicts feelings of shame and guilt in offenders (Harris, 2006). But to date there remains limited 

empirical support linking informal social control, reintegrative shaming, and/or the presence of 

communities of care during RJ and recidivism. However, some evidence suggests juvenile 

offenders who feel socially supported and not stigmatically shamed during their RJC experience a 

significant reduction in post-RJ offending (Maxwell et al., 2004; Maxwell and Morris, 2001). 

Procedural justice 

Another element of RJ practices that some argue plays a role in reducing reoffending is that of 

procedural justice. According to Tyler’s (1990) theory of procedural justice, offenders who are 

afforded the opportunity to actively participate in the decision-making process and have a “voice” 

in the resolution of the conflict are more inclined to perceive a justice intervention as fair and 

respectful. This, in turn, leads offenders to perceive justice officials and the justice system as 

legitimate and, consequently, to be more likely to obey the law (Tyler, 1990). Current evidence 

suggests that compared to those who attend traditional court processing, offenders that participate 

in RJ report higher levels of perceived procedural justice (Shapland et al., 2007) and greater levels 

of respect for police, the law, and the justice system (Strang et al., 2011). Further evidence 

indicates that offenders who attend RJ and (consequently) perceive the law as legitimate are less 

likely to reoffend (Daly, 2003), and that this perception is shaped by higher ratings of procedural 

justice (Tyler et al., 2007). Moreover, additional research shows that when young offenders are 

treated with fairness and respect, are involved in the decision-making process, and outcomes are 
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achieved by genuine consensus, they are less likely to reoffend following RJ (Hayes and Daly, 

2003; Maxwell et al., 2004; Maxwell and Morris, 2001). 

Offender eligibility criteria 

In RJ practice, programme eligibility criteria dictate whether an offender may be referred to a 

specific programme. These criteria vary significantly from one intervention or programme setting 

to another. As a result, a wide array of different offending populations have been examined within 

RJ evaluation research. Although many researchers have utilized offending and demographic 

variables as covariates, fewer have assessed whether the impact of RJ programming on recidivism 

differs according to these characteristics. Existing evidence indicates that offence type, prior 

offending history, age, gender, and ethnicity influence the effectiveness of RJ on reoffending 

(Allard et al., 2009; Bergseth and Bouffard, 2007; Hayes, 2005; Hayes and Daly, 2004; Maxwell 

et al., 2004; McCold and Wachtel, 1998; Sherman et al., 2000; Strang et al., 2013). While an in-

depth review of existing research is beyond the scope of this chapter, research relating to age and 

offence type requires some attention as some evidence appears to be in the opposite direction of 

conventional practice. In most jurisdictions, RJ is typically only available to young, minor, and/or 

non-violent offenders with little to no criminal history (Weatherburn and Macadam, 2013: 3). 

Despite this, evaluations of the Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, and Restorative Policing Experiment 

(Hayes, 2005; McCold and Wachtel, 1998) and RISE Experiments (Sherman et al., 2000) have 

reported significant reductions in rearrests for violent offenders one-year post-conference, but no 

significant reductions for property offenders. A recent meta-analysis of ten randomized 

experiments by Strang et al. (2013) also found RJCs to work better for violent offenders than 

property offenders in lowering recidivism. RJCs were also found to be more effective for adults 

than young people in reducing post-intervention offending. 

Variation in restorative models and practice 

RJ interventions have been categorized into a series of distinct models, including victim-offender 

mediation, community reparative boards, RJC, and circle sentencing. Even within these distinct 

models, however, programmes may differ in ways that may impact future offending. While some 

interventions of even the same model, for example, RJC, may only include a written apology, 

financial restitution, or community service within the terms of outcome agreements, other 

programmes may further include counselling or other rehabilitative programmes. Some 

programmes utilize comprehensive conference preparation and follow-through for offenders, 

while others do not. Programmes also accept referrals at different points within the justice system 

(i.e. pre-court diversion, pre-sentence, or post-sentence). 

Summary 

As illustrated, due to substantial differences found between “restorative” programmes, it is not 

analytically useful to think of RJ as a singular concept or practice. Hayes (2005: 96) noted over a 

decade ago that “given the diverse range in [RJ] practice, we should expect equal diversity in the 

ways [RJ] influences offenders and their behaviour”. Since that time, we have greater evidence 

that some RJ interventions are effective in reducing recidivism, but we are still far less certain 

about how, for whom, and in what contexts RJ programmes work. Unfortunately, there remains a 
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strong focus on “what” (i.e. outcomes), but less of a focus on “why” (i.e. mechanisms) restorative 

interventions work to reduce reoffending. Thus, the ability to account for measurable programme 

differences is vital in moving forward in knowledge on RJ and reoffending. Towards this end, 

readers must “take stock” of programme characteristics that are theoretically or empirically related 

to post-intervention offending prior to drawing conclusions regarding the effectiveness of an 

intervention, while researchers should endeavour to better understand the mechanisms at work 

underneath the label of “restorative justice”. 

Methodological issues forming an equivalent comparison 

In the previous section, we discussed existing research and theory on what we know and don’t 

know about the ability of RJ to reduce reoffending. In this section, we describe and analyse the 

methodological approaches and problems currently found in RJ evaluation research. 

Apart from some simulation modelling research (e.g. Stewart et al., 2008), research on RJ and 

recidivism can be divided into two categories: comparison studies and variation studies. 

Comparison studies seek to test the effectiveness of RJ in reducing reoffending compared to court 

and/or other justice processes (Hayes and Daly, 2004: 169). Variation studies assess how 

differences within the RJ experience, such as feelings of remorse, an apology to the victim, 

involvement in the decision-making process, and level of procedural justice, predicts later 

variation in offending (Hayes and Daly, 2004: 169). Of the two, comparison studies are more 

common in RJ research. 

To date, a number of meta-analyses and reviews suggest that, on average, RJ is more effective in 

reducing recidivism compared to comparison groups (Bonta, et al., 2006; Bradshaw and 

Roseborough, 2005; Nugent et al., 2003; Latimer et al., 2005; Sherman et al., 2015a, 2015b). 

Authors of other reviews and meta-analyses (e.g. Hayes, 2007; Sherman and Strang, 2007; Wilson 

et al., 2017) contend that current evidence of RJ’s crime reduction potential is promising but 

remains inconclusive. Still others assert that due to significant methodological limitations 

(Livingstone et al., 2013; McGrath, 2008; Weatherburn and Macadam, 2013), and well-known 

threats to validity (McCold, 2008: 9), current research lacks reliable evidence to support RJ’s 

purported ability to reduce reoffending. 

The problem of selection bias 

One significant threat to validity facing comparison research is selection bias. This occurs when 

researchers select groups for comparison that are not equivalent on baseline characteristics that are 

known or expected to affect reoffending outcomes. Due to this bias, there is a problem for 

researchers in determining what reoffending outcomes may be a result of initial group differences 

or a “selection effect”, and what outcomes may be a result of an RJ intervention or a “treatment 

effect”. 

In RJ evaluations, selection bias occurs largely as a result of programme eligibility criteria and 

referral decisions by justice officials. Such decisions are not necessarily haphazard and are often a 

result of existing laws or other constraints. For example, as established, RJ is most typically used 

for minor and/or non-violent offenders with little to no prior offending history. But at present there 
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are limited RJ options available for repeat offenders who commit serious and/or violent crimes 

(Weatherburn and Macadam, 2013: 3). Consequently, offenders who are eligible for RJ referral 

may have a lower risk of reoffending than those who are not, and differences reported in recidivism 

between RJ and non-RJ samples, such as court-referred offenders, may simply be a product of pre-

existing group differences in criminogenic risk (Luke and Lind, 2002: 2). 

Selection bias is a widely-recognized problem within the RJ literature (Bergseth and Bouffard, 

2007; Hayes, 2005, 2007; Livingstone et al., 2013; McGrath, 2008; Weatherburn and Macadam, 

2013). Some comparison studies have not attempted to account or control for possible selection 

bias. Most researchers, however, have used a range of different methods to isolate the treatment 

effect of RJ from a potential selection effect. We discuss each of these strategies in turn next. 

One strategy used by comparison researchers to address the problem of selection bias is purposive 

(or selective) sampling (e.g. Allard et al., 2009; Bergseth and Bouffard, 2007, 2013; Luke and 

Lind, 2002). To control for initial group differences, researchers selectively sample specific types 

or groups of offenders such as only first-time or property offenders. However, as evidenced by 

Bergseth and Bouffard (2007), purposive sampling based on one characteristic (e.g. referral 

offence type) can rarely achieve adequate balance among groups on other key factors related to 

reoffending. Consequently, researchers have had to rely on additional methods of controlling for 

selection bias. 

The most common method used to address selection bias is statistically controlling for initial group 

differences through multivariate analyses (e.g. Daly et al., 2013; de Beus and Rodriguez, 2007; 

Jeong et al., 2012; Luke and Lind, 2002; McGarrell and Hipple, 2007). These techniques allow 

researchers to control for the effects of measured covariates on reoffending outcomes. Studies 

utilizing this method examine RJ outcomes using a retrospective study design, meaning that 

researchers use existing administrative data to determine whether those who reoffended did so as 

a result of prior intervention and/or prior exposure to risk or protective factors. Retrospective 

studies have the benefit of being both time- and cost-effective due to the immediate availability of 

study data. However, these studies are limited in that they can only control for variables that have 

been collected by administrative agencies and to the degree in which they are accurately recorded. 

Therefore, without access to a minimum set of control variables – for example, prior offending 

history, offence type, age, gender, and ethnicity (Nagin, Cullen, and Francis, 2009: 136) – pre-

existing group differences may remain undetected by researchers. Moreover, even with 

methodologies in place to control for pre-existing differences, imbalance can remain between 

groups on key demographics and offending characteristics (e.g. Sherman et al., 2000). 

A third strategy used to address selection bias is the matching of offenders on predictors of 

reoffending and/or programme referral (e.g. Little, 2015; Piggott, 2015; Smith and Weatherburn, 

2012; Shapland et al., 2008). This approach involves selecting pairs of subjects based on matching 

“like for like” comparisons between offenders. As an observational method, matching shares most 

of the same strengths and limitations as multivariate analyses in dealing with selection bias. 

However, an approach such as Propensity Score Matching (PSM) has been argued to be a superior 

method in that it allows researchers to determine the extent to which the statistical model has 

adequately eliminated selection bias (Austin, 2011: 417). However, studies that use PSM may lack 
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external validity. Findings may not be generalizable to other offending populations, jurisdictional 

contexts, and time periods as the matching process may exclude a large proportion of offenders 

(Little, 2015: 288). For this same reason, potential treatment effect can be lost. 

A fourth method used to address selection bias is random allocation of offenders to treatment (i.e. 

RJ intervention) and comparison (i.e. non-RJ intervention) conditions (e.g. Baffour, 2006; Hayes, 

2005; Jeong et al., 2012; McCold and Wachtel, 1998; McGarrell et al., 2000; McGarrell and 

Hipple, 2007). Random allocation is considered the “gold standard” for estimating treatment 

effects on outcomes, as it ensures that offenders across conditions are equivalent on both measured 

and unmeasured confounders (Austin, 2011: 399). Randomized controlled trials (RCTs) do not 

eliminate selection bias altogether, for example, within the RISE experiments (Sherman et al., 

2000), offenders randomly assigned to conferencing significantly differed from offenders assigned 

to court on offending history and self-reported binge-drinking (McGrath, 2008: 319). 

Nevertheless, RCTs do increase the probability that any individual differences between offenders 

are equally distributed among groups (McCold, 2008: 13). Despite being considered the most 

reliable means of controlling for group differences, RCTs are rare in RJ research, as prospective, 

longitudinal research designs are costly and exceedingly time-consuming. Random assignment is 

also ethically and procedurally difficult, as it requires that some offenders be denied the 

opportunity to participate in a potentially superior condition (i.e. the treatment condition) on the 

basis of chance (Little, 2015: 40). Also, RCTs have been criticized for the artificial conditions they 

may create because, in practice, justice officials do not refer offenders to restorative programmes 

on a random basis but consider the history of the offender and the nature of the crime prior to 

determining eligibility (Hayes 2005: 80). 

Regardless of what method is employed to control for potential selection bias, comparative studies 

which have small sample sizes are unlikely to achieve equivalence on observed and unobserved 

covariates across samples (Farrington and Welsh, 2006: 60). Therefore, results from RJ 

evaluations with 50 or fewer offenders per group should be interpreted with caution due to poor 

internal validity (Farrington and Welsh, 2006: 60). 

The problem of self-selection bias 

Another methodological challenge in comparison research is self-selection bias. As offenders may 

decide whether to voluntarily participate or “self-select” into RJ, it is likely that only those most 

amenable to RJ will choose to do so (Bergseth and Bouffard, 2007: 435), with the effect that 

offenders who consent to participate in RJ have likely moved closer towards desistence than those 

who decline (Shapland, Robinson, and Sorsby, 2011: 178). Consequently, group differences in 

reoffending found in some RJ evaluations may be a result of offenders’ decisions to participate 

rather than the effects of the programme itself. 

To control for these motivation effects, some researchers have conducted analyses on an intention-

to-treat (ITT) basis. ITT seeks to measure the effect of referral to an RJ intervention, as opposed 

to the RJ programme itself. In other words, RJ samples are comprised of offenders who receive a 

referral (or random assignment) to RJ, regardless of whether they participate or fulfil the 

requirements of the programme. In addition to accounting for motivation effects, ITT also 
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standardizes follow-up periods for all offenders within a research sample (Hayes, 2005: 83), thus 

ensuring a fairer comparison between treatment and comparison groups (Sherman, et al., 

2000: 10). In a policy context, analysing data on the basis of ITT has been argued to produce 

findings that may be more practically relevant to both justice officials and policy makers than as-

treated analyses, as not all referred offenders will consent to participate in RJ (Sherman, Strang, 

and Woods, 2000: 10). Despite these advantages, ITT analysis has only been conducted by a small 

number of researchers (e.g. Bergseth and Bouffard, 2007, 2013; Jeong et al., 2012; McCold and 

Wachtel, 1998; McGarrell et al., 2000; McGarrell and Hipple, 2007; Piggott, 2015; Sherman et 

al., 2000; Smith and Weatherburn, 2012). 

Some RJ researchers have been critical of the use of ITT analyses. In instances where a large 

proportion of RJ-referred offenders decline to participate, ITT design arguably provides little 

information about the effectiveness of the programme in reducing recidivism, because a high 

number of declines dilute a potential treatment effect (Gupta, 2011: 110). When this occurs, ITT 

analysis provides, at best, a conservative estimate of reoffending and, at worst, a type II error (i.e. 

a false negative finding). Therefore, when possible, researchers conducting ITT analyses should 

report reoffending outcomes for three distinct samples: a treatment (or as-treated) (i.e. offenders 

who participated and completed the requirements of RJ), ITT (or decline) (i.e. offenders who were 

referred to RJ), and the comparison group. This provides readers with estimates of both the efficacy 

of RJ programming and RJ policy. But to our knowledge, only two studies have done this. McCold 

and Wachtel (1998) reported significant differences in rearrest rates between violent juvenile 

offenders who agreed to participate in a RJC (20%) and those who declined (48%). Conversely, 

Smith and Weatherburn (2012) found no significant differences between ITT and as-treated groups 

of young offenders in post-conference offending. 

Unfortunately, many studies on RJ and recidivism have only compared RJ groups and traditional 

court processing groups, without considering self-selection bias. This problem may be exacerbated 

by additional eligibility conditions in some programs, such as an admission of guilt. To account 

for such bias, several studies have compared offenders who participate in RJ interventions against 

offenders who are eligible but do not participate in RJ in order to ensure an equivalent comparison 

(e.g. de Beus and Rodriguez, 2007; Jeong et al., 2012; McCold and Wachtel, 1998; McGarrell et 

al., 2000; McGarrell and Hipple, 2007; Piggott, 2015; Shapland et al., 2008; Sherman et al., 2000; 

Smith and Weatherburn, 2012). However, as argued by Hayes (2005: 81), while only examining 

offenders who meet RJ eligibility requirements (e.g. voluntary consent and admission of guilt) 

maintains equalization across RJ and comparison groups, it also significantly reduces the 

generalizability of study findings, as both samples are similar in ways theoretically related to 

recidivism. 

Problems in variation studies 

While comparison studies have been criticized for comparing non-equivalent groups, variation 

studies have been criticized for not utilizing comparison altogether. When treatment and control 

groups are equivalent on baseline characteristics, observed differences in outcomes can be 

attributed to the treatment. Thus, “[E]ven the most comprehensive long-term measurement and 

analysis of reoffending is of limited value without the use of an appropriate control group” 
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(Cunneen and Luke, 2007: 201). Consequently, some scholars contend that because variation 

studies do not provide evidence about how RJ programmes perform compared to other justice 

processes, any found effects on recidivism may be due to confounding variables. Hayes (2005: 82) 

notes, however, that the primary goal of variation research is not the isolation of treatment effects 

but instead an improved understanding of how and why RJ reduces reoffending. 

Summary 

Many comparison studies of RJ and reoffending remain plagued by biased samples. Due to small 

sample sizes and high risks of selection and self-selection bias, some RJ evaluations have produced 

promising, but methodologically suspect, conclusions regarding the impact of RJ on reoffending. 

As studies significantly vary in their success in achieving fair and equivalent comparisons, it is 

unsurprising that the recidivism rates reported by such evaluations also vary. Among other inherent 

methodological flaws, the threats to validity introduced by biased samples considerably contribute 

to the conflicting evidence found within RJ literature. Consequently, before establishing the 

effectiveness of an RJ intervention, it is vital that readers first inspect the evaluation for any biases 

that are likely to inflate its treatment effect. 

Methodological issues measuring recidivism 

The final substantive issue we consider in this chapter is the problem of how researchers measure 

reoffending. To date, RJ scholars have outlined several unresolved methodological issues 

regarding the accurate evaluation of recidivism within RJ research. Most of these challenges are 

not unique to RJ but are common issues in all criminological evaluations. We discuss these issues 

in turn next. 

Identifying reoffending 

As it is not possible to directly measure reoffending, researchers must rely on data sources, largely 

administrative data and self-report data, to provide proximal estimates (Payne, 2007: 9). In RJ 

evaluation research, a reoffence or “indicator event” has been variously defined as: 

1. Officially recorded police contact such as police arrest or apprehension (e.g. Daly, 2003; 

Hayes and Daly, 2003, 2004; McGarrell, et al., 2000; Rossner, 2013); 

2. System contact, including formal cautioning, RJ attendance, court appearance, or 

imprisonment (e.g. de Beus and Rodriguez, 2007; Little, 2015; Luke and Lind, 2002); 

3. Finalization of criminal justice sanction (e.g. finalization of formal caution, RJ programme, 

or court case) (e.g. Daly et al., 2013; Smith and Weatherburn, 2012); 

4. Proven offence (e.g. Luke and Lind, 2002); 

5. Criminal conviction (e.g. Maxwell and Morris, 2001; Shapland et al., 2008); and, 

6. Any post-intervention self-reported criminal behaviour (e.g. Hayes et al., 2011, 2014; 

Hoyle et al., 2002). 

All of these measures of reoffending are proxies, and each has limitations. Most RJ researchers 

have used official records from administrative agencies, primarily police and courts, to 

approximate recidivism (Payne, 2007). It is widely recognized, however, that official data 

significantly underestimates crime, as only a small percentage of offences are identified and 
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processed through the criminal justice system. As summarized by McCold (2008: 12), “crimes are 

unfounded by the police, withdrawn by prosecutors, dismissed and suspended by judges”. 

Consequently, reoffending assessed at later points in the system is increasingly subject to 

underestimation as a result of cumulative decisions by law officials (McCold, 2008: 17). 

As police represent an offender’s first point of contact with the criminal justice system, policing 

records may provide the most accurate assessment of reoffending (Payne, 2007: 34). However, 

policing practices can also skew recidivism measurements by focusing on specific people and 

offences (Maxwell and Morris, 2001: 244); through decisions about whether and how to process 

offenders (Payne, 2007: 23), or by over-charging offenders in anticipation of a plea bargain 

(Payne, 2007: 34). 

Prior to appearing in court, offenders must first be apprehended and charged by police. 

Consequently, court data inherits the limitations of official police records (Payne, 2007: 27). But, 

court data may also further distort estimates of reoffending in various ways. As a case progresses 

further through the court system, the greater the likelihood that repeat offending will be 

underestimated and offenders will be incorrectly labelled as non-recidivists (Payne, 2007:  32). At 

court appearance, offenders may appear before a separate court and remain undetected by 

evaluators (Payne, 2007: 35). They may also have their court cases diverted or deferred, have cases 

pled down or dismissed, or have lengthy continuances – all of which may result in significant 

underestimates of the true extent of reoffending (Payne, 2007: 27–35). At court finalization, case 

processing time is more likely to be longer and police charges are more likely to have been 

negotiated away or withdrawn due to lack of evidence. Therefore, official records of conviction 

may reflect an even more substantial underestimate of reoffending. 

Aside from administrative records, the other form of data used by RJ evaluators to estimate 

reoffending is self-reported data. This type of data is often seen as a more reliable source for 

approximating recidivism, as it can identify offending behaviour that has or may never be detected 

by criminal justice officials (McCold, 2008: 11). Self-report data, however, has its own limitations. 

Reoffending may be underestimated due to respondents’ unwillingness or inability to accurately 

recall events, overestimated due to respondents’ exaggeration of criminal activity, or otherwise 

skewed due to respondents’ poor understanding of survey items (Payne, 2007: 20). Nevertheless, 

recent reviews suggest that self-reported measures of offending are both reliable and valid (Jolliffe 

and Farrington, 2014; Piquero et al., 2014). 

Defining reoffending 

In addition to considerable variation in the identification of a reoffence, RJ evaluators have also 

applied differing offence inclusion and exclusion criteria to indicator events. These 

methodological decisions may significantly influence how reoffending is both defined and 

measured. For example, only some researchers have excluded pseudo-offences, or officially 

recorded offences which occur during the follow-up period but result from offences committed 

prior to the RJ intervention. The same is true for breaches of justice offences such as violation of 

bail conditions, court orders, good behaviour bonds, or parole, and for trivial offences such as 

unpaid fines, driving offences, and public transport offences. Additionally, only a minority of RJ 
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evaluators have excluded juvenile status offences from their definition of reoffending. Because 

these acts are only illegal due to the minority status of the young offender, their inclusion within 

recidivism analyses is unlikely to produce meaningful estimates of RJ’s ability to reduce 

reoffending. 

Operationalizing reoffending 

Once offending data is obtained and the indicator event is defined, researchers must then decide 

how to operationalize recidivism. Within RJ research, the most common recidivism measure is 

prevalence of reoffending. This dichotomous measure (reoffence/non-reoffence), however, “fails 

to take into account either the relative seriousness or frequency of subsequent offending” (Maxwell 

and Morris, 2001: 245), thus leaving researchers with little insight into RJ’s impact on desistance 

from crime. Existing literature suggests that desistance is a process, not a binary change from 

offender to ex-offender (Maruna, 2001). Therefore, the lack of measures sensitive to this in most 

RJ evaluations leaves important questions unanswered as to whether RJ can foster “turning points” 

in offenders’ lives. 

While several studies have relied only on prevalence of reoffending, many have employed 

additional measures. These include: 

1. Frequency, or the average number or rate of reoffences per reoffender within a sample (e.g. 

Allard et al., 2009; Bergseth and Bouffard, 2007; Daly et al., 2013; Little, 2015; Luke and 

Lind, 2002; McGarrell and Hipple, 2007; Piggott, 2015; Shapland et al., 2008; Sherman et 

al., 2000; Smith and Weatherburn, 2012); 

2. Seriousness, or the percentage of reoffenders in a sample who committed a more serious 

offense than their index offence (e.g. Bergseth and Bouffard, 2007; Little, 2015; Piggott, 

2015; Smith and Weatherburn, 2012); and, 

3. Time to reoffending, or the average number of days taken to reoffend per reoffender within 

a sample (e.g. Allard et al., 2009; Baffour, 2006; Bergseth and Bouffard, 2007; 2013; Daly 

et al., 2013; Hayes, 2005; Jeong et al., 2012; Luke and Lind, 2002; McGarrell and Hipple, 

2007; Piggott, 2015; Smith and Weatherburn, 2012). 

But only a handful of studies have utilized all three (e.g. Bergseth and Bouffard, 2007; Little, 2015; 

Piggott, 2015; Smith and Weatherburn, 2012). When considered together rather than in isolation, 

such measures of recidivism arguably provide the best means of assessing the influence of RJ on 

desistence in comparison research. 

After recidivism measures are selected, researchers must then make a series of methodological 

decisions regarding the reoffending follow-up period. Within RJ research, there is a broad variation 

in the length of time in which offenders are observed, ranging from approximately 12 months to 

12 years. This variation has produced different recidivism estimates across RJ evaluations – the 

longer an offender is observed, the more likely that a reoffence will be detected (Richards, 

2011:  6). Short follow up periods such as 12 months may thus underestimate reoffending. When 

utilizing court data, long-term follow-up periods are also required to capture serious recidivism 

due to lengthy processing delays. However, as the influence of justice interventions on later 

offending is mediated by factors such as family dysfunction, deviant peers, and substance abuse, 
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the impact of RJ on reoffending is expected to gradually decrease or cease over time (Richards, 

2011: 7). Therefore, as evidenced in research by Jeong et al. (2012) and Sherman et al. (2015a), 

RJ is unlikely to have a lasting effect on repeat offending following a decade. So, RJ evaluations 

that employ observation periods longer than two years but less than ten may offer the best estimates 

of recidivism. 

To assess RJ’s long-term impact on reoffending, it is also recommended that investigators analyse 

recidivism at multiple points in time. However, most studies have only measured reoffending at 

one point in time. This is made more problematic by that fact that while studies may appear to 

estimate recidivism for a single standardized period, the exact observation period may vary 

considerably between each offender within the sample (Payne, 2007: 46). As offenders are referred 

to RJ programmes and enter studies at different points within a research time frame, several studies 

have followed the reoffending of offenders over differing or unequal periods of time (ranging from 

a few months to some years). Such data is problematic, as offenders are provided unequal 

opportunities or “time at risk” to reoffend (Sherman, Strang, and Woods, 2000: 5). To address this, 

researchers can standardize time at risk for each offender within their sample or, alternatively, 

assess reoffending using suitable statistical techniques that can appropriately handle censored data, 

such as survival analysis (Hayes, 2005: 84). But not all researchers have done so. As a result, it is 

possible that these studies have reported inaccurate estimates of RJ’s ability to reduce recidivism.  

Analysing reoffending 

Once researchers have formed decisions regarding indicator events, recidivism measures, and 

follow-up periods, they then need to conduct appropriate statistical analyses and draw valid 

conclusions from the results. In RJ research, these conclusions may be influenced by the 

interpretation of statistical significance. While most RJ evaluators have used the conventional 

significance level of .05, a few studies have employed a .10 or even a .15 alpha. These scholars 

have argued that, while the conventional alpha level of .05 is preferable for theory testing, 

employing this “conservative” threshold within a policy context may result in a type II error. 

Sherman et al. (2000: 8) argue that rather than imposing an arbitrary cut-off of statistical 

significance when reporting research findings, p-values should instead be interpreted by the reader. 

This argument is echoed in a position paper from the American Statistical Association 

(Wasserstein and Lazar, 2016), which recommends that regardless of the significance level 

achieved, all p-values should be reported to allow for proper inference. However, reporting exact 

p-values as opposed to conventional ranges (e.g. p<.05 or p>.05) is not standard practice in RJ 

research. For these reasons, some RJ evaluators who have used more conservative alphas and 

reported p-value ranges may have potentially rejected promising interventions. Conversely, 

reporting a significant decrease in reoffending based on a p-values such as .165 (i.e. 83.5% 

probability that group differences are not due to chance) (Sherman, Strang and Woods, 2000: 21) 

may be equally misleading. 

Finally, the types of statistical tests used to evaluate reoffending may lead to different conclusions. 

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to discuss the variety of statistical tests utilized in RJ research. 

Rather, we wish to point out that there remains debate among RJ researchers as to the 

appropriateness of some tests in estimating recidivism. For example, as argued by Smith and 
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Weatherburn (2012: 3), the use of t-tests, such as those employed by Sherman at al. (2000) and 

Shapland et al. (2008), may be problematic, as they assume a normal distribution. As offending 

rates typically are highly positively skewed (as most offenders have no recontact and few offenders 

have multiple recontacts), t-tests may result in spurious findings (Smith and Weatherburn, 

2012: 3). 

Summary 

Like most evaluations in criminology, studies assessing the crime reduction potential of RJ are 

fraught with methodological limitations regarding the accurate identification, definition, 

operationalization, and analysis of recidivism. To date, there is wide variation in reoffence 

definitions, recidivism measures, observation periods, and alpha levels. These differences have 

likely substantially contributed to the variable outcomes reported across RJ studies. Therefore, 

before the effectiveness of an RJ programme can be determined, readers must critically review 

evaluations for methodological flaws that are expected to significantly over- or underestimate the 

true extent of recidivism. 

Conclusion 

Research assessing the crime reduction potential of RJ is plagued by substantial variation in 

programme models, methodological approaches, and quality of evidence. Many RJ interventions 

evaluated by RJ researchers differ in ways that are theoretically and empirically related to 

reoffending. It is thus unsurprising that research outcomes reported in RJ evaluations are equally 

varied (Hayes, 2005: 96). Consequently, readers and researchers must “take stock” of intervention 

differences prior to compiling results of evaluations, as RJ programmes are not always 

appropriately comparable. However, this is often difficult due to the inadequate reporting of 

programme policy and practice in many studies on RJ and reoffending. Therefore, greater 

transparency in RJ evaluation research regarding what interventions entail is needed. McCold 

(2008: 23) argues that for findings to be comparable across programmes – and for the knowledge 

and practice of RJ to evolve – programme elements that are likely to affect the effectiveness of a 

RJ intervention must be reported. Existing theory and evidence suggests these elements include 

the level of victim involvement, participation of support persons, perceptions of procedural justice, 

and programme eligibility requirements. 

The methodological rigour of RJ evaluation research has been criticized for well over two decades. 

This chapter has argued that despite this, a number of methodological issues have persisted among 

studies examining the impact of RJ on reoffending. As established, these shortcomings pertain to 

challenges around forming of an equivalent comparison and measuring reoffending. Due to the 

significant heterogeneity in programme models and research design found in the RJ literature, the 

positive conclusions reported within some reviews of RJ’s ability to reduce recidivism are thus 

questionable. Likewise, many reviews of RJ evaluation research are largely unhelpful in 

determining the influence of RJ on reoffending, as they do not review studies of a homogenous RJ 

model or systematically exclude poor-quality research. In response to these apparent flaws, some 

scholars have exclusively reviewed RCTs of RJ interventions that adhere to a specified programme 

definition (e.g. Livingstone et al., 2013; Sherman et al., 2015a, 2015b). Although these systematic 
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reviews may provide more meaningful conclusions regarding the potential of RJ to reduce 

reoffending, such strict inclusion criteria excludes the majority of RJ evaluation research and, 

therefore, a potential treatment effect. As such, there is clear need for further systematic reviews 

of evaluations examining a homogenous RJ programme ranked by methodological strength. 

Reviews such as these would provide a strong basis for rating the overall quality of evidence and 

strength of recommendations presented by RJ evaluators. 

This chapter also concludes that due to the continuing methodological limitations found within the 

RJ literature, there is an urgent need for additional and improved RJ research. While experimental 

or prospective longitudinal studies may provide the best means of assessing the effect of RJ on 

reoffending, given their significant financial costs, lengthy time frames, and ethical encumbrances, 

such studies cannot be relied upon as the primary basis of knowledge on RJ’s ability to reduce 

crime. Therefore, evaluators must learn how to better accurately estimate the effect of RJ on 

recidivism within these methodological and real-world constraints. Future research must not only 

address well-known threats to validity, such as selection bias but must also attempt to better 

account for the impact of research design characteristics, which are still not entirely understood 

(Bergseth and Bouffard, 2007: 437). Moreover, future research should aim to go beyond “what” 

works and assess how, for whom, and in what context RJ programmes work to reduce reoffending. 

Such evidence is required to inform and improve the future of RJ practice. 

Given the substantial variation in RJ practice, methodological approaches, and quality of evidence 

found in existing research, the question of “does restorative justice reduce recidivism?” is 

currently, at best, an unanswerable one and, at worst, a potentially misleading one. We can state 

with some degree of certainty that, overall, evaluation research suggests RJ interventions generally 

perform at a minimum just as well as traditional court processing in lowering reoffending. Beyond 

this, claims that “restorative justice” reduces reoffending cannot withstand the problems of 

variation in practices and methodological limitations inherent in much of the existing research. 

Smaller claims to this effect related to specific programmes within rigorous evaluative research 

exist (e.g. Baffour, 2006: Bergseth and Bouffard, 2007; 2013; McGarrell and Hipple, 2017), but 

so do findings of no effect on recidivism (e.g. Jeong et al., 2012; Piggott, 2015; Smith and 

Weatherburn, 2012). If a more definitive consensus on the potential of RJ to reduce reoffending is 

to be found, it will require increased definitional clarity (Daly, 2016), greater transparency 

regarding programme characteristics (McCold, 2008), and better attention to overcoming existing 

methodological limitations. 
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