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1. [bookmark: _Toc218704321]Executive Summary 
This report critically examines the extent to which restorative justice (RJ) is more effective than traditional criminal justice approaches in the UK. It evaluates effectiveness across key indicators such as victim satisfaction, emotional repair, reductions in reoffending, cost efficiency, procedural fairness, and public confidence. The analysis draws on theoretical perspectives including reintegrative shaming, deterrence theory, relational justice and critiques of retributivism, illustrating how underlying philosophies shape both practice and outcomes.
Evidence shows that RJ consistently achieves higher victim satisfaction, greater emotional recovery and improved perceptions of fairness compared with traditional punitive processes. Meta-analyses indicate significant reductions in reoffending, particularly among young people, while economic evaluations highlight substantial cost savings for the criminal justice system and wider society. However, the report also identifies clear limitations. RJ’s effectiveness is restricted by uneven implementation, limited access, institutional resistance, and its dependence on voluntary participation. Its suitability for domestic abuse, sexual violence and coercive control remains heavily contested due to risks of manipulation and unsafe power dynamics. Structural inequalities and methodological issues, including self-selection bias, further challenge assumptions of universal effectiveness.
Overall, the report concludes that RJ is highly effective in specific contexts and offers advantages the traditional system cannot, but it cannot fully replace punitive structures. Instead, it functions most effectively as a complement to traditional justice, particularly in serious cases where public protection and accountability remain essential.
Key recommendations include improving compliance with the Victims’ Code, increasing long-term funding and facilitator training, establishing clearer guidance on safe use of RJ in complex cases, investing in more rigorous research, and enhancing public understanding to build confidence in restorative practices.
2. [bookmark: _Toc218704322]Introduction
Restorative justice (RJ)[footnoteRef:1] brings together people harmed by crime with those who caused it, in order to repair harm. It is a voluntary process requiring mutual agreement. RJ has gained interest, with the crime and courts Act 2013, making provision for it. The Code of Practice for Victims of Crime 2020, also establishes victims' right to information and referral to RJ services (Parole Board, 2021). The core value of restorative practice is restoration. The primary aim is to address and repair the harm caused by crime. participation is voluntary, based on informed choice. Processes must be fair, unbiased, neutrality and safe for all participants, also accessible and conducted with respect for dignity (Restorative Justice Council, 2015).  Unlike the traditional justice, which often termed retributive justice, mainly focuses on punishing an offence through adversarial relations. It is characterized by an attitude of hostility toward the lawbreaker, leading to retribution, repression, and exclusion. In this model, the community is represented by the state, and the  aim is to punish or reform the offender, as noted by Kathleen (2005: 28-29).   [1:  Hereafter, ‘restorative justice’ is referred to as either its full form or ‘RJ’.] 

Research shows RJ is more effective than traditional justice in several ways. Victims of face to face RJ conferencing are significantly more satisfied, experience reduced post-traumatic stress, furthermore it reduces repeat offending and is highly cost effective, with significant savings made for every pound spent (College of Policing, 2022). The sentencing effectiveness is assessed through its ability to punish offenders and also to protect the public, and reducing reoffending. The reforms are aiming to achieve clarity, fairness, and consistency. Effective sentences must also ensure offenders make reparation toward the victims and that the public is safer by breaking the cycle of crime (Ministry of Justice, 2010). 
In this report, effectiveness refers to the degree to which a justice approach achieves its intended outcomes. For restorative justice, this includes victim satisfaction, emotional repair, reductions in reoffending, cost effectiveness and improved accountability. For traditional criminal justice, effectiveness focuses on punishment, public protection, deterrence, proportionality and reoffending reduction. Effectiveness also includes procedural fairness and public confidence in both systems.
This report argues that restorative justice is more effective than traditional criminal justice in victim satisfaction and certain reductions in reoffending, but its effectiveness is nonetheless still limited by uneven access, community cohesion requirements, power imbalance, and suitability for only certain offences, in addition to evidence gaps and methodological issues. 
3. [bookmark: _Toc218704323]Conceptual and Theoretical Foundations 
 According to Braithwaite’s theory, reintegrative shaming is central to understanding why societies that communicate shame respectfully tend to have lower crime rates. This approach condemns the offence while maintaining regard for the offender, treating them as a fundamentally good person who has committed a bad act, and ideally culminating in ceremonies of reintegration. By contrast, stigmatisation degrades the offender’s character and ultimately contributes to higher crime rates (Braithwaite, 2000: 1,13). 
However, reintegrative shaming presumes that communities are cohesive enough to reintegrate offenders – an assumption that is not always true. The relational approach strengthens this critique by grounding justice in the quality of relationships, associations, and shared institutions, emphasising that obligations arise from these relational facts. Miller’s liberal nationalist theory similarly argues that robust duties apply only within solidaristic groups such as nations or civic communities (Kim, 2009: 1). Taken together, these insights support the argument that reintegrative shaming can only function effectively in contexts where strong communal bonds exist.
The purely retributive moral justification of punishment-the belief that offenders should be punished simply because they deserve the punishment, “moral desert” as a necessary and sufficient reason to punish-contains a central flaw, it cannot explain how afflicting another person becomes a morally good action. This difficulty arises because retributive theories intentionally reject consequentialist justifications ,results-based reasons for punishment referring to Rosebury (2011: 1).

The classical theory of deterrence developed from the work of Hobbes, Beccaria and Bentham. They argued that if punishment is severe, certain and swift, a rational individual will weigh potential gains and losses before engaging in illegal activity. The so-called 3 Cs - severity, certainty and celerity, form the basis of deterrence, with severity measured by sentence length, certainty by detection rates, and celerity by the swiftness of punishment (Abramovaite et al., 2022: 1-3). This shows that, the tension between retributivism and deterrence exposes a core weakness in traditional criminal justice as it relies on punitive philosophies that either lack moral justification retributivism or empirical effectiveness deterrence, which helps explain why such systems struggle to reduce reoffending compared with restorative approaches.
Building on these theoretical contrasts, a further core tension revolves around competing visions of justice. Indeed, retribution stresses moral responsibility and proportionate punishment "just deserts", while rehabilitation aims to transform offenders by tackling the fundamental factors and reasons behind criminal behaviour. Additionally, retributive policies risk intensifying social disparities and cycles of violence, whereas rehabilitation faces challenges concerning public perception of being too lenient and requires substantial resources for effective implementation (Miller, 2025: 70 -72). These contrasting justice philosophies tend to shape how effectiveness is evaluated, since theory determines which outcomes matter and how evidence should be interpreted.

4. [bookmark: _Toc218704324]The UK Context: Development and Implementation of Restorative Justice
The Thames Valley Police restorative cautioning initiative began in 1994 in Milton Keynes, with areas such as Aylesbury soon following. This early pilot, championed by the Chief Constable, produced the striking claim that reoffending had been reduced from 35% to 4% in Aylesbury. The claim attracted substantial attention and helped place restorative methods into criminal justice debates (Wilcox and Young, 2007). However, subsequent empirical scrutiny found the figure to be baseless, raising questions about the reliability of early restorative justice evidence and the relationship between the police and the media in shaping public perceptions of effectiveness (ibid.). Despite these controversies, restorative justice has expanded across the adult criminal justice system. Courts now allow pre-sentence RJ through deferred or adjourned sentencing. In the community, RJ can form part of probation and community sentences under the Offender Rehabilitation Act 2014. In custody, NOMS (2014) encourages prisons and YOIs to deliver RJ conferences to help reduce reoffending (Restorative Justice Council, 2016). However, as Hutchinson (2023) notes, restorative justice also faces notable limitations such as, Limited funding and organisational resistance can restrict effective implementation. Power imbalances between victims and offenders may undermine fairness, particularly where social differences persist. Furthermore, Its suitability for serious violent offences is widely questioned, and because participation must be fully voluntary, the process cannot function when either party declines to engage.

5. [bookmark: _Toc218704325]Legal Funding and institutional frameworks
In response to many of these implementation challenges, the government sought to strengthen restorative justice provision through significant investment. The Ministry of Justice MoJ announced significant funding for restorative justice, for victims across England and Wales. At least £29 million was made available to Police and Crime Commissioners PCCs including charities over three years. This figure, recovered from offenders, was distributed to help finance RJ across the country. For the 2015-16 financial year alone, at least £14 million was set aside. A portion of this funding was directly provided to the Restorative Justice Council, Restorative Solutions, and the Youth Justice Board (Ministry of Justice, 2013). 
However, despite significant government investment, restorative justice can only achieve its intended goals when victims are fully informed and actively engaged. The Victims’ Code entitles victims to information about restorative justice, in addition to a referral to an RJ service, yet this entitlement is rarely met in practice. Most people affected by crime are never told about their rights or how RJ could benefit them (Keeva, 2025). This shows a contrast between investment and real world practice. 
6. [bookmark: _Toc218704326]Challenges in implementation 
This gap between policy commitments and practical delivery is further compounded by wider challenges in implementing restorative justice, as adoption   continues to face societal resistance, with non-punitive measures frequently viewed as “lenient” or “ineffective.” Resource constraints also hinder growth, as limited budgets often prioritise traditional punitive approaches. These pressures create inconsistencies in implementation and also restrict the reach of RJ, particularly in smaller or rural communities lacking trained facilitators and infrastructure (Omowon and Kunlere, 2024).
7. [bookmark: _Toc218704327]Measuring Effectiveness: Indicators and Limitations
Restorative justice is considered effective as it improves victim outcomes and helps reduce reoffending. Also government analysis indicates that RJ help lowers reoffending by 14%, while 85% of victims report satisfaction with the process. It is also cost effective by saving £9 for every £1 spent. A systematic review further supports these benefits are showing consistent reductions in reoffending and improvements in victim satisfaction too. Overall, RJ provides both efficiency gains and significant financial savings for the criminal justice system (Restorative Justice Council, 2025). 
Despite these positive outcomes, significant limitations emerge when restorative justice is applied to domestic abuse. Written evidence from Women’s Aid highlights that RJ can be both unsuitable and potentially harmful in such cases due to the inherent power imbalance and the intimate nature of abusive relationships. Domestic abuse is rooted in coercive control, meaning mediated dialogue may enable the perpetrator to continue exerting influence or manipulation. As a result, victims may feel pressured, unable to participate freely, or unsafe within the process (UK Parliament, 2015a).
These inconsistencies in outcomes also affect public confidence, as scepticism about RJ’s suitability, particularly in serious or sensitive cases can undermine broader support for its expansion. This shows that restorative justice cannot be assumed effective across all offence types, especially where power imbalances prevent the core principles of voluntariness, safety and equal participation from being upheld. 
8. [bookmark: _Toc218704328]Evidence on Effectiveness  
Restorative Justice (RJ) programs were found to be significantly more effective in preventing repeat offenses compared to traditional nonrestorative criminal justice approaches, this is based on a meta-analysis of existing literature (Latimer, Dowden and Muise, 2005). This study used recidivism, along with victim and offender satisfaction and restitution compliance, as the key outcomes to measure effectiveness. This aligns with more recent evidence indicating that rehabilitative and relational approaches central to restorative justice - are strongly associated with reduced reoffending among justice-involved young people, as noted by More, Ahern, Daly and Houghton (2025: 4-6). Their study shows that 88% of high standard restorative and rehabilitative programmes report improved reoffending outcomes, and meta-reviews confirm that interventions combining restorative and therapeutic elements achieve the greatest reductions in youth recidivism across justice systems. Similarly, in Northern Ireland, where restorative conferencing is the default youth justice response, young offenders show a reoffending rate of 37.7%, compared with 70.7% for custodial sentences and 52.1% for community sentences (UK Parliament, 2015b). These outcomes are often cited to support extending restorative approaches to young adults. The argument is that developmental factors – such as increasing maturity and cognitive growth–make restorative justice particularly effective for this age group, as it can strengthen accountability, empathy and desistance more successfully than traditional punitive responses. Overall, taken together, these findings suggest that restorative, relationship-focused practices promote engagement, trust and personal development, which contribute to lasting behavioural change and lower rates of reoffending.
Additionally, evidence shows that victim satisfaction within restorative justice significantly reduces third-party desires for additional offender punishment as noted by Gromet, Okimoto, Wenzel and Darley (2012: 375-376). They argue that, this occurs because observers interpret satisfaction as evidence of victim closure and offender value reform and restorative justice is explicitly victim-oriented, providing a forum for expressing concerns and achieving material and psychological restoration. Empirically, victims report higher satisfaction and a stronger sense of fair treatment following RJ compared with traditional retributive procedures (ibid.). This evidence is particularly persuasive because it demonstrates not only direct benefits for victims but also wider social implications.
Statistics also highlight contrasts in victim satisfaction with traditional criminal justice processes,  while 56% of victims were “generally satisfied,” 17% were “generally dissatisfied” (Hotaling and Buzawa, 2003: 2, 7) Satisfaction was shaped less by what the system did and more by the gap between victims’ preferences and criminal justice action, with many dissatisfied victims feeling a lack of control due to mandatory policies. Those seeking safety rather than punishment often found their needs unmet. After arrest, victims frequently realise that once a case enters court, they lose control to an impersonal bureaucracy, facing consequences that affect themselves, their families and the offender (ibid.). These findings highlight a structural limitation in traditional justice: even when outcomes are legally successful, victims  however may still feel marginalised. This strengthens the case for RJ, which directly addresses the need for participation and voice.
Furthermore, The traditional retributive justice manages offenders by focusing  mainly on punishment as the primary response to crime. In addition it views crime as an offence against the state and often neglects the victim. This approach risks perpetuating cycles of violence and retribution, as noted by Sigifredo Castell-Britton (2024). In contrast, restorative justice manages offenders by encouraging responsibility and meaningful change. This approach facilitates rehabilitation and reintegration into society. RJ is considered a superior alternative to punitive measures because it leads to significantly lower recidivism rates, although effective implementation requires extensive training and a cultural shift within justice institutions (ibid). The scholar`s analysis  suggests that, RJ’s strengths depend on institutional readiness, as without cultural change, RJ may not outperform traditional models in practice. This nuance is important, as it shows RJ’s effectiveness is conditional rather than universal.
Moreover, restorative justice is significantly more cost-effective than traditional criminal justice.  For example, In England and Wales, post-sentence RJ delivers a social benefit–cost ratio of £14 for every £1 invested, largely due to reduced reoffending. Also the direct financial return to the criminal justice system alone is £4 per £1 spent, outperforming conventional justice outcomes. Notably, 64% of total benefits accrue to society through avoided economic and social costs of crime. Modelling suggests that increasing RJ referrals from 15% to 40% could generate £17 million in net savings (Jaffé et al., 2023). These figures present a compelling economic argument for RJ, yet they are based on projections and assume consistent implementation quality, which remains uneven across the UK. This also highlights the importance of infrastructure and training if such savings are to be realised in practice.
 According to UNO (2020), restorative justice`s approach is associated with greater procedural fairness and higher participant satisfaction compared with the traditional criminal justice system. Agreements reached through restorative processes must contain only reasonable and proportionate obligations, this includes: reinforcing fairness and transparency. Additionally, RJ can enhance public confidence in the justice system and strengthen police community relations, increasing overall legitimacy and cooperation. This is achieved by empowering victims, promoting offender accountability, and involving the wider community in resolving harm (ibid.). These outcomes further support the argument that RJ offers procedural and relational advantages not typically achieved through traditional punitive responses.
From a public perception perspective, restorative justice is often viewed sceptically through a dominant punitive narrative. Although many people support the principle that victims should be able to meet offenders, this theory is weakened by fears that RJ is too lenient, allowing offenders to avoid consequences and threaten public safety. In addition, critics argue that RJ can empower the powerful and place emotional burdens on victims, especially young ladies, as noted by Vaandering and Reimer (2019: 190, 196, 201). However, advocates argue that RJ promotes genuine accountability and victim empowerment, highlighting the need for clearer communication to strengthen public understanding and confidence (ibid.). This conflict in mixed views, highlights that legitimacy and effectiveness depend not only on outcomes, but also on how RJ is framed, explained, and trusted by the public.
Building on these concerns regarding legitimacy, mass media influences further complicate public understanding of restorative justice. The media is driven by market logic and the pursuit of sensationalism, often constructing a fragmented and superficial view of crime, prioritising confrontation over informed debate (Dobrynina, 2016: 106, 113-114). This portrayal of a world dominated by violence and insecurity fuels public anxiety and strengthens demands for harsher penal responses. As a result, politicians frequently adopt punitive agendas to avoid appearing soft on crime (ibid.). Therefore, restorative justice, with its emphasis on causes, accountability and long-term repair, struggles to gain public and political acceptance. 
9. [bookmark: _Toc218704329]Limitations and Critiques of Restorative Justice 
While restorative justice offers important benefits, such as emotional repair, dialogue and strengthened relationships, it has also produced uneven results across the world. As its practical application is often limited to the micro, individual level , focusing on relationships between victims and offenders (Henkeman, 2016). Subsequently, this narrow focus on individual wrongdoing neglects the structural causes of harm , such as those rooted in persistent inequality. This leaves the poor and vulnerable ‘structurally trapped’, even if they feel ‘emotionally lighter’, because the process is a peace-making step within a system stacked against them (ibid.). This balanced perspective shows that although RJ can provide meaningful interpersonal repair, it cannot by itself address systemic injustices that shape crime and victimisation.
This outcome also aligns with Vogt and Dandurand (2018: 1-2), who note that although restorative justice is often applied to minor offences, and in some circumstances be effective in serious crime cases, its suitability for offences such as sexual violence, intimate relationship abuse and family violence remains highly disputed. These cases carry heightened risks of power imbalance, coercion and offender manipulation, raising concerns that RJ may belittle the severity of harm or compromise victim safety. Reflecting these dangers, international instruments and expert bodies generally prohibit mandatory RJ in violence-against women cases, emphasising that voluntariness and safety cannot be guaranteed (ibid.).
This also aligns with Wills (2018: 188), particularly regarding power imbalances in restorative processes. The study shows that factors such as ethnicity and disability can significantly shape communication styles, influencing how participants engage in dialogue. Scholar also argues that, RJ is not class-neutral, as it tends to privilege middle class forms of communication. Based on this, socio-economically disadvantaged participants may be less powerfully positioned within the process, increasing the risk that their rights are under enforced. This reinforces wider concerns that restorative justice can unintentionally reproduce structural inequalities rather than eliminate them (ibid.).
In addition, restorative justice struggles to become mainstream, particularly in serious cases, because it operates within a system dominated by retributive philosophy as noted by Patel (2017). As retributive institutions mainly prioritise punishment as the basis of justice, even though this often fails to meet victims’ need for meaningful repair. Critics argue that retributivism focuses on “crime” and “punishment”,  while victims focus on wrong and “righting a wrong.” This punitive logic leads courts and agencies to overlook restorative needs, limiting RJ’s recognition, resources and practical implementation (ibid.). This conclusion suggests that, such institutional rigidity makes meaningful restorative reform difficult to achieve.
Furthermore, the primary limitation in restorative justice is represented in the absence of established evidence-based practices. According to Lanterman (2021: 60- 61, 69), this stems from a reliance on theoretical models rather than rigorous evaluation of causal mechanisms. Research is often fragmented, with limited replication across diverse programs, preventing generalisability of findings. This “uncracked black box,” as Lanterman (2021) describes, continues to inhibit identifying beneficial restorative practices across different offence types. Indeed, this leads to a reduction in relation to the effectiveness of RJ. 
10. [bookmark: _Toc218704330]Comparative Assessment: Is Restorative Justice More Effective? 
Given these concerns about the limitation of the restorative justice, evidence shows that the public generally views RJ as a complement, not alternative for traditional justice. Many worry that RJ alone lacks sufficient punishment or deterrence for adults or repeat offenders (Duckfoot, 2012: 16-18). In serious cases, it is considered acceptable only alongside sanctions such as imprisonment. This complementary role allows people to prioritise victim needs after retribution has been administered (ibid.). This suggests that RJ’s effectiveness depends on being embedded within, rather than replacing the existing justice framework.
Building on this complementary role, restorative justice functions alongside the broader purposes of criminal law, Which extend beyond deterrence, including publicly expressing a community’s morals and values, imposing punishment, and providing a means of retribution. They are also necessary for incapacitating potentially violent offenders and protecting the public (Johnson, 2019). For serious crimes, policies based on traditional justice still hold people accountable, even where deterrent effects are limited (ibid.). This reinforces the view that restorative justice is more acceptable as a complement to, rather than a replacement for, these traditional punitive functions.
11. [bookmark: _Toc218704331]Conclusion 
Overall, this report finds that restorative justice offers important advantages over traditional criminal justice approaches, particularly in terms of victim satisfaction, emotional repair, procedural fairness and reductions in reoffending for certain groups, especially young people. Its focus on dialogue, accountability and repairing harm provides outcomes that punitive systems often fail to achieve. Evidence also demonstrates that RJ generates significant cost savings for the criminal justice system, including wider society, strengthening the case for its continued expansion within the UK.
However, the analysis shows that RJ’s effectiveness is not universal. Its reliance on voluntary participation, its vulnerability to power imbalances and its limited suitability for offences involving domestic abuse, intimate partner violence or coercive control constrain its application. Moreover, The implementation remains inconsistent across regions due to funding limitations, low public awareness and institutional resistance rooted in longstanding retributive traditions. In addition, methodological weaknesses, such as self-selection bias and limited replication across programmes, mean that some claims about RJ require more robust empirical testing. Taken together, these findings indicate that while RJ is highly effective in specific contexts, it works best as a complement rather than a replacement for traditional criminal justice, particularly in serious cases where public protection and proportionate punishment remain essential.




12. Recommendations 
To strengthen restorative justice, all victims should receive clear information and referral opportunities in line with the Victims’ Code, supported by stable and long-term funding to expand trained facilitators and access nationwide. Also a clear national guidance is needed to define when RJ is safe, particularly in cases of domestic and sexual violence, alongside investment in rigorous, longitudinal research to address self-selection bias and reinforce the evidence base. Ultimately, Public confidence can be further enhanced through targeted education and communication campaigns.
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