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Overview 

Extensive evidence supports the effectiveness of Restorative Justice (RJ) interventions such as 

Victim-Offender Dialogue, group conferencing, circle processes, Circles of Support and 

Accountability (COSA), and Reparative Boards as community responses to crime. RJ is used in 

the adult criminal legal system, in the juvenile legal system, in schools, in organizations, and 

elsewhere; this review is limited to its use in the criminal legal system for participants of varied 

ages. Effectiveness is generally defined as encompassing a decrease in reoffending (including 

longer time to first re-offense, lesser seriousness of re-offense, and fewer subsequent offenses); 

participant satisfaction with the process; and community support for, satisfaction with, and 

increased feelings of safety due to RJ programs. RJ has been studied extensively and found to be 

effective in each of these measures across locations, cultures, types of restorative practice, and 

seriousness of offenses. RJ can therefore be considered an evidence-based practice for 

responding to crime (Umbreit, Coates, & Vos, 2007).  

Recidivism 

Restorative programs, especially those including offenders (or “responsible parties”) and victims 

(“harmed parties”) in face-to-face conferences, are shown to significantly and consistently 

reduce recidivism for both juveniles and adults and to be very cost-effective methods for doing 

so (Kuo, Longmire, & Cuvelier, 2010; Latimer, Dowden, & Muise, 2005; Sherman, Strang, 

Mayo-Wilson, Woods, & Ariel, 2015; Strang, Sherman, Mayo-Wilson, Woods, & Ariel, 2013; 

Umbreit et al., 2007).  

Vermont offers a restorative justice process called “Reparative Probation” where responsible 

parties meet with a panel of trained community volunteers to identify harms caused by their 

actions and find ways to make amends. Reparative panels are most often used for misdemeanor 

crimes such as Disorderly Conduct, Petit Larceny, Simple Assault, and some motor vehicle 

offenses. An analysis of Vermont data on over 9000 probationers sentenced in 1998-2000 found 

that participation in reparative panel significantly decreased the likelihood of reoffending over a 



12 year time period. The effect was consistent across offense type, gender, age, and other factors 

(Humphrey, Burford, & Dye, 2012). 

In addition, face-to-face restorative dialogue involving responsible and harmed parties, 

supportive third parties, and trained facilitators is found to have significant benefits when used 

with repeat offenders and in cases of serious offenses, such as violent or personal property 

crimes (Sherman, Strang, Barnes, et al., 2015, p. 502). Research suggests RJ should be expanded 

for use in such cases because it reduces reoffending, reduces psychological distress for harmed 

parties, and is much more cost-effective than more punitive approaches (Sherman, Strang, 

Barnes, et al., 2015; Wood & Suzuki, 2016). 

Participant satisfaction 

Participation in restorative programs by harmed parties provides “clear benefits in both short- 

and long-term measures, including less prevalence of post-traumatic stress symptoms” (Sherman, 

Strang, Barnes, et al., 2015, p. 502; Strang et al., 2013). Extensive research documents that 

victims and offenders report high degrees of satisfaction and feelings of fairness with RJ 

processes as well as increased completion of restitution or other activities to repair harm (Kuo et 

al., 2010; Umbreit et al., 2007). RJ programs are more effective than traditional criminal justice 

programs at meeting these goals (Latimer et al., 2005). Participants in restorative programs 

report rates of satisfaction with the process and impressions of fairness that are consistently over 

70% and often as high as 90% positive; these results hold for a range of types of interventions 

and across sites, cultures, and ages (Umbreit et al., 2007).  

Circles of Support and Accountability (COSA) 

COSAs are a Restorative Justice intervention to support people who are reentering the 

community after incarceration. COSAs in Vermont include trained volunteers, a staff reentry 

coordinator, and a formerly incarcerated person, or “core member” who meet together weekly 

for one year. Research on COSAs has found that they decrease the likelihood and seriousness of 

re-offending (Bates, Williams, Wilson, & Wilson, 2014; Duwe, 2013; Wilson, Cortoni, & 

McWhinnie, 2009; Wilson, McWhinnie, Picheca, Prinzo, & Cortoni, 2007), are a cost effective 



intervention (Duwe, 2013), and have profoundly positive psychological and relational effects for 

both volunteers and core members (Fox, 2013; Fox 2017). 

Limitations 

Scholars note several challenges with research on RJ programs. Because these programs are 

usually voluntary, there may be significant self-selection bias among the people who choose to 

participate. It is very difficult to conduct randomized controlled trials, although researchers 

attempt to address this with matched samples and statistical analysis. Elliott and Zajac (2015) 

note that many of the evaluations of COSAs use such small sample sizes that they cannot show 

the results to be statistically significant. The variation within programs broadly labeled 

“restorative” makes it challenging to identify which practices specifically contribute to the 

effects documented in the literature (Latimer et al., 2005; Parker, Bush, & Harris, 2014). 

Nevertheless, the effects reported above are broadly consistent in the literature over several 

decades and across a wide variety of locations and program types. 

 

 

References 

Bates, A., Williams, D., Wilson, C., & Wilson, R. J. (2014). Circles South East: The First 10 
Years 2002-2012. International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative 
Criminology, 58(7), 861–885. https://doi.org/10.1177/0306624X13485362 

Duwe, G. (2013). Can Circles of Support and Accountability (COSA) Work in the United 
States? Preliminary Results From a Randomized Experiment in Minnesota. Sexual Abuse, 
25(2), 143–165. https://doi.org/10.1177/1079063212453942 

Elliott, I. A., & Zajac, G. (2015). The implementation of Circles of Support and Accountability 
in the United States. Aggression and Violent Behavior, 25, 113–123. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2015.07.014 

Fox, K. J. (2013). Circles of Support & Accountability: Final Report Prepared for the State of 
Vermont Department of Corrections. 

Fox, K. J. (2017). Contextualizing the Policy and Pragmatics of Reintegrating Sex Offenders. 
Sexual Abuse: A Journal of Research and Treatment, 29(1), 28–50. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1079063215574711 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0306624X13485362
https://doi.org/10.1177/0306624X13485362
https://doi.org/10.1177/1079063212453942
https://doi.org/10.1177/1079063212453942
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2015.07.014
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2015.07.014
https://doi.org/10.1177/1079063215574711
https://doi.org/10.1177/1079063215574711


Humphrey, J. A., Burford, G., & Dye, M. H. (2012). A longitudinal analysis of reparative 
probation and recidivism. Criminal Justice Studies, 25(2), 117–130. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/1478601X.2012.699731 

Kuo, S.-Y., Longmire, D., & Cuvelier, S. J. (2010). An empirical assessment of the process of 
restorative justice. Journal of Criminal Justice, 38(3), 318–328. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2010.03.006 

Latimer, J., Dowden, C., & Muise, D. (2005). The Effectiveness of Restorative Justice Practices: 
A Meta-Analysis. The Prison Journal, 85(2), 127–144. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0032885505276969 

Parker, R., Bush, J., & Harris, D. (2014). Important Methodological Issues in Evaluating 
Community-Based Interventions. Evaluation Review, 38(4), 295–308. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0193841X14542610 

Sherman, L. W., Strang, H., Barnes, G., Woods, D. J., Bennett, S., Inkpen, N., … Slothower, M. 
(2015). Twelve experiments in restorative justice: the Jerry Lee program of randomized 
trials of restorative justice conferences. Journal of Experimental Criminology, 11(4), 
501–540. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11292-015-9247-6 

Sherman, L. W., Strang, H., Mayo-Wilson, E., Woods, D. J., & Ariel, B. (2015). Are Restorative 
Justice Conferences Effective in Reducing Repeat Offending? Findings from a Campbell 
Systematic Review. Journal of Quantitative Criminology, 31(1), 1–24. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10940-014-9222-9 

Strang, H., Sherman, L. W., Mayo-Wilson, E., Woods, D. J., & Ariel, B. (2013). Restorative 
Justice Conferencing (RJC) Using Face-to-Face Meetings of Offenders and Victims: 
Effects on Offender Recidivism and Victim Satisfaction. A Systematic Review. Campbell 
Systematic Reviews, 9, 171. 

Umbreit, M. S., Coates, R. B., & Vos, B. (2007). Restorative Justice Dialogue: A 
Multi-Dimensional, Evidence-Based Practice Theory. Contemporary Justice Review, 
10(1), 23–41. https://doi.org/10.1080/10282580601157521 

Wilson, R. J., Cortoni, F., & McWhinnie, A. J. (2009). Circles of Support & Accountability: A 
Canadian National Replication of Outcome Findings. Sexual Abuse, 21(4), 412–430. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1079063209347724 

Wilson, R. J., McWhinnie, A., Picheca, J. E., Prinzo, M., & Cortoni, F. (2007). Circles of 
Support and Accountability: Engaging Community Volunteers in the Management of 
High-Risk Sexual Offenders. The Howard Journal of Criminal Justice, 46(1), 1–15. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2311.2007.00450.x 

Wood, W. R., & Suzuki, M. (2016). Four Challenges in the Future of Restorative Justice. Victims 
& Offenders, 11(1), 149–172. https://doi.org/10.1080/15564886.2016.1145610 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10282580601157521
https://doi.org/10.1177/1079063209347724
https://doi.org/10.1177/1079063209347724
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2311.2007.00450.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2311.2007.00450.x

