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Criminal acts are essentially a violation of individuals and their relationships with others. In order to repair these relationships and restore faith in those individuals, it is thought to help if the act is addressed between them (Zehr and Mike, 2003). Restorative Justice is whereby the victims and offender meet, in hope to encourage possible reconciliation, forgiveness and peace for both individuals (Van Ness and Strong, 2014). The notion was and remains the same, to ease the pain of the victim and for them to have some closure, while stating their feelings to the offender. This could potentially have a positive effective on the offender too, as they may think twice before reoffending in the future. However, it is a very delicate process for both parties, as the situation should relieve some strain and not add to it. The mere labelling of the innocent as a ‘victim’ may lead to the assumption that they lack competence to handle such an intense situation, depending on the severity of the case and the individual themselves, of course (Zehr and Mike, 2003). This could potentially make this individual more vulnerable and upset, rendering the programme to be unsuccessful if this were to happen.
Restorative justice within the court system, dates back to the 1970’s and many consider Christianity to play a part into its success and origin. This religion emphasises forgiveness, justice and peace, falling perfectly into the benefits of a successful restorative justice meeting (Marshall, 2020). However, there are differing opinions on how effective the process is, and if it is truly beneficial.
 Restorative Justice within England and Wales has seen a rise in recent years, whereby prisons are utilising the programme itself, while aiming to make prison life as a whole, restorative too. A fully restorative prison is where the staff look at how best to operate a daily routine, such as  promoting respect, empowerment and accountability. This allows the prisoners to understand how to be respectful and empathise with the innocent, prior to a restorative conference or meeting. Portland young offender institution, in Dorset, has trialled and tested this. They have trained 37 staff members in restorative justice conferences, in order to support victim-offender meetings (Liebmann, 2010). The aim is to have a holistic approach, with restorative justice meetings (for victim and offender) taking place alongside the  daily ‘practices’ for optimum results. These practices mean the offender will take part in programmes such as; victim impact and community volunteering, for further education and skill character building (Johnstone, 2013).
Those who advocate for restorative justice believe it is not advantageous to merely punish the offender. Once the criminal has been sentenced, they believe it is best to work on the victims needs and remind the offender of their responsibility for the damages caused, alongside the steps needing to be taken to amend these damages (Johnstone, 2013). The programme could result in the offenders being seen in a different light, helping them to merge more smoothly into the community, upon release. This is somewhat more crucial within young offenders, as if they are continuously labelled by the public in a demeaning way, they may revert back to old habits (Galaway and Hudson, 1996). If successful, the offenders may induce less fiscal costs throughout their sentence, by taking part in such programmes which have high impact and low costs. Proponents of the programme urge that it is not a form of rehabilitation, in order to excuse ones behaviour or shorten a sentence. Despite the certain overlap in qualities that restorative processes and rehabilitation programmes promote, the restorative activities aim to aid those who have suffered, due to the offenders actions. This is also a beneficial process to educate the offender of such, to prevent future deviant behaviour (Cunneen, 2003). 
On the other hand, many individuals believe this programme and its practices are an attempt to change the human view of criminal acts and how they are to be punished. As modern ‘conventional’ avenues of crime punishment evolve, there are those who express concerns to the new system and how feasible it is with the population today. Moreover, with technology ever improving, more criminals have been able to be uncovered and the attitude towards those criminals is often more hostile and unsympathetic than previously thought. With this in mind, how can restorative justice be successful? Many worry the opportunity of restorative justice meetings, will encourage offenders to use it to their advantage. This is also  with regards to those opposed individuals (from the public) not seeing the advantage with ‘letting ones guard down’ to these criminals (Dignan, 2000).
Cunneen (2003) argued that restorative justice programmes inherently accept that the government is aiming to be more impartial, in order to settle conflicts in a neutral way. This would evidently support the liberal democratic view of the operations, as it were. Furthermore, this could impact on the crime control, with relation to how involved the police make themselves in the process of restorative justice (Blagg, 1998). This meaning if they had to police and be present for each meeting, it means potentially less available officers, for an incident on the streets. Additionally, our current system which is based upon using prison and community service as a punishment for a wrong doing, has changed our social lives and issues into legal cases for fair resolutions. Western societies are primarily guilty of this, nonetheless, this enables those who are already opposed to the criminal justice system to settle disputes and wrong doings, to further critique this ‘soft’ restorative program and practice (Hagemann, 2003). 
On one hand, restorative justice is seen to be the ‘easy’ option, in which involves less retribution for those who are guilty. Many believe this programme contradicts the purpose of prisons and their supposed ‘tough’ conditions to punish these offenders. Introducing meetings to make the offenders feel better and nurturing them, as well as the victim, is questionable to those who are sceptical (Edgar and Newell, 2006). Although it may be beneficial if successful, for the victim, why should the offender benefit? one may argue.
Although criticisms are ever present for this avenue within the court systems, many individuals find them to be the new normal. This text has depicted the usual method of restorative justice, which is the victim- offender ‘mediation’ meeting. However, there is a further option for those who may not feel comfortable in that situation alone, which is the restorative conference. This is whereby victim’s and offenders families are encouraged to join for support. This is to make both parties feel comfortable and encourage them to speak their true feelings (Edgar and Newell, 2006). This is important to include as it shows that the success of the programme has led to it’s expansion. Alternatively, if some attempts have been unsuccessful, the issues which have come to light with the process, have been tended to by introducing the support of loved ones. These alternatives are ways of working smarter and constructively to deal with much criminal offences. They do not demand much expense, but are challenging and require certain skills from the mediator’s and also these skills to be reflected onto the participators.
An open mind is key for this to work, and so many do not see the purpose of such an extensive programme. In response to this, many countries today are unfortunately punishment driven, which will more than likely not resolve the remaining trauma from the incident. As humans and very social creatures, for a majority of the population, talking out feelings is how often they get resolved and are able to move past it. A rise in popularity for counselling and therapy sessions can only protest this (Liebmann, 2010). Furthermore, as evidence is found for prisons and the ways in which they often fail, it is always in the best interest of the public to consider these alternatives which can also deter reoffending. For example, according to research, almost eight percent of prisoners will reoffend within a short amount of time after release (Consedine, 1995). This means that money is wasted in prison habitation and it unfortunately aids the bonding of many like minded individuals. Although certain criminals are often in need of solitary confinement (due to the severity of the crime), the less severe crimes can essentially be dealt with in an alternative way. This will save on prison living costs, court expenses and not forgetting the time required for many cases can be across several months. This is time which could be better utilised.
Restorative justice and the practices aim to provide healing for all of those involved in an incident. Forgiveness for an offender may be the difference between learning empathy and continuing down a dark path, it essentially allows for the offender to forgive themselves and start a new life. Seemingly relying on the retributive stance of the prison system, does not often allow for a sense of comeuppance (Latimer et al, 2005). Since the first discussions of restorative justice in the 1970’s, many countries have opted for these programmes for trial, such as England, Wales, Scotland and also several European countries (Hughes and Mossman, 2001). The premise of the courts system is merely a way of settling disputes instead of via a tactic of civil wars, for example. However, crime Is a violation and intrusion of  personal relationships and not strictly just the breaking of the law. Which leads into the potential importance of the restorative justice programmes, as it means humans are more than just law and order, and can work on their relationships with others to do better and learn from any mistakes (Latimer et al, 2005). The fact is that all humans make mistakes, many of which can be rectified with a structured conversation and apology.
When considering these benefits, it is important to acknowledge the fact that three of every four new criminal convictions in England and Wales are reconvictions, from prior offenders. This urges for greater preventative strategies within our legal systems and sentencing practices, such as restorative avenues, as a vast amount of money can be preserved this way. The ‘war on crime’ has thus created an unhealthy relationship between the public and criminals, which could be repaired with empathetic meetings. Bridging the gaps between what many assume are completely different kinds of people, when they may actually have things in common (Sherman and Strang, 2007). The automatic severe punishment (that many desire for criminals) Is often a little dated,  with other options calling to be explored.
Furthermore, as restorative justice and practices become more mainstream, it is now not just a prison based activity. These activities have merged into the school systems too, with the emphasis toward repairing connections between the children and also with their environment (Vaandering, 2010). The hope is that the basic principles of these activities would become a natural part of their lives, to introduce better relationships. Promoting the act of sharing feelings and discussing how to move forward, bonding sessions and so on, allow for healthy relations with others, and how to deal with difficult situations (McCluskey et al, 2008). The bullying, harassment and general anti social behaviour that some schools experience, may be levitated with the introduction of restorative practices and meetings. With some schools opting for harsher and stricter measures such as searching and drug testing, this is a far more progressive and modern approach, a holistic one at that (Varnham, 2005). Often the stricter reforms such as drug testing, do not work, as it encourages suppression of feelings and mere punishment as a response to bad behaviour.
Within schools, many have found that this restorative practice can also repair the harm inflicted through trauma and disagreements, in order to nurture the skills for a healthy well being and outlook to life. These skills learnt ( either good or bad) throughout life, will effect how a person chooses to deal with a situation and whether they will choose to carry out criminal acts or treat people within work or at home badly, lending the stance on how important it is for blended activities (Hopkins, 2002).
However, although these practices can reduce student delinquency, it is important to consider how they may also negatively effect individuals. Those within schools who have an appetite for violence may not want or benefit from these ways of shaping and encouraging good behaviour. Many schools will avoid these activities if they see it as an opportunity for students to cause trouble or harm for those that enjoy them (Payne and Welch, 2018). On the other hand, some schools with a history of violent pupils, may implement the restorative strategies, alongside a 0 tolerance policy, for the upmost results. This teaches a strict discipline from a young age and can prevent deviancy within school, but this may lead to deviant behaviour later in life.
Within the current climate of society today, much of the enthusiasm for this process will stem from open minded, often religious thinkers. Those who are not interested in the explanations or forgiveness of an individual will not enjoy or reap any rewards, for themselves, by taking part (Mclaughlin and Hughes, 2003). There are many other possible issues which could also arise, from the actual process of restorative justice, in any setting. Whereby making sure that victims are not being used (without the proper after care for the strain of the process) but also that the offender is not being exploited against his will (Zehr, 2013). Many offenders will opt for the restorative justice programme in hope that they will seem to be improving and be eligible for a shorter sentence, based off their trying behaviour. If this is the case then the outcome of the process will not be authentic and that will probably shine through, that they are not genuinely in it for the right reasons. There may also be certain bias opinions or structures to the meetings, which can make one party (or both) uncomfortable. If there were victims and previous offenders watching a separate conference occur, they could point out what may need to change. Service users can try their best but still be ignorant to certain needs of both parties (Zehr, 2013). The fear among many, victims and the general public, is that the process will have no profound affect on the offender or future crime rates. Those offenders who have no sympathy for their victims will take nothing from the process, and so it may be even increase reoffending or even for those individuals to target the same individual. The exposure leaves the victim in a vulnerable position, with discussing feelings being a personal activity, and this can be used against them in unfortunate instances (Braithwaite, 1998). This would also lead into the potential risk to the victim, whereby if they participate they may fear this will impact on them, opposing those people against taking part (Zehr, 2013).
In conclusion, restorative justice is a modern move forward for the criminal justice systems. It is a crucial element, as it provides options and alternative outcomes for both parties (criminal and victim). The blended skill building and empathy learning in which these practices encourage, have been proven to be beneficial in many settings. Within prisons, it can save a vast amount of money on living expenses for the offenders, while also saving time and effort for potential arrests. Within schools, this practice can be said to be of the upmost importance as it integrates, from a young age, how to treat others, what is acceptable, and how wrong doing can affect another being. Although there are two theories of the benefits of this practice (immodest and pessimistic) it is important for there to be options within society. An opportunity to discuss how someone is feeling, to the person who made them feel such a way, can have a profound affect on how their children or workplace perceive them too (Braithwaite, 1998). The only way to see the further benefits, especially long term, are to carry out further evaluations after the conference/ meeting has occurred. This will give the prison systems, schools and even businesses the correct information towards the true benefits of participating in such events. Along with evidence of positive outcomes, it can then encourage further individuals to fully commit to the programmes.
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