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1. Introduction
Purpose of the Toolkit

The purpose of this toolkit is to equip operators, educators, and community leaders with the
knowledge, skills, and practical tools needed to effectively implement restorative justice
methods in their communities and organizations. This toolkit offers an introduction to the
principles of restorative justice and the RJINEAR model, and provides detailed guidance on
facilitating restorative justice circles—a powerful process that fosters dialogue, accountability,
and healing. By using this toolkit, trainees will be empowered to create safe, inclusive spaces
where conflicts can be addressed constructively, relationships restored, and community
bonds strengthened.

Participants will:

e Gain both theoretical and practical RJ tools

e Learnto apply RJ methods to real-world situations, especially with young people

e Understand RJ’s potential to transform community conflict, support youth, and
improve wellbeing

e Build skills in facilitating restorative circles and dialogues

RJ encourages a shift in power—from controlling and punitive systems toward shared,
participatory justice.

Who This Guide is For

This guide is designed specifically for youth workers, educators, NGO workers, justice
practitioners, operators, educators, volunteers working in conflict-sensitive settings and
community leaders who are committed to promoting restorative practices within their
spheres of influence. Whether you work in schools, community organizations, or local
institutions, this toolkit serves as a comprehensive resource to help you understand
restorative justice, facilitate restorative circles, and lead initiatives that encourage empathy,
mutual respect, and conflict resolution. No prior experience with restorative justice is
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required—this guide supports beginners and those seeking to deepen their restorative
practice skills.

How to Use This Guide

This guide is structured to support a step-by-step learning process that blends theory with
practical implementation. Begin with the introductory sections to familiarize yourself with
restorative justice concepts and the significance of restorative circles. Proceed to the training
modules that include facilitation techniques, sample scripts, and role-playing activities
designed to build confidence and competence. Use the reflection questions and exercises to
adapt the methods to your unique community context. You can follow the guide or focus on
specific sections as needed. Facilitators are encouraged to revisit key concepts regularly to
reinforce learning and foster continuous improvement.

2. Understanding Restorative Justice

What Is Restorative Justice?
Restorative Justice is an ethos with practical goals, as defined by Dr. Theo Gavrielides (2007):

“To repair harm by including affected parties in a (direct or indirect) encounter and a process
of understanding through voluntary and honest dialogue.”

Restorative justice is a term with no singular, universally accepted definition. Its meaning
varies across contexts, disciplines, and cultures. Nevertheless, a commonly accepted
understanding situates restorative justice within the broader framework of criminal justice,
with a central focus on rehabilitation rather than punishment. Unlike conventional systems
that prioritize retribution, restorative justice seeks to repair harm by rebuilding
relationships—both between individuals directly affected by wrongdoing and between
offenders and the wider community.

There remains ongoing debate about whether restorative justice should be classified as a
system, a set of principles and practices, or a broader philosophical ethos. At RJ4All, we
interpret restorative justice primarily as an ethos—a guiding set of values that informs
action—rather than merely a practice or theoretical model.
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At its core, restorative justice is both a philosophy and a practical process. It operates on the
belief that crime or harm is not just a violation of law but a rupture in human relationships
and community well-being. From this perspective, restoring harm involves more than
systematic justice; it requires the meaningful inclusion of all affected parties in a voluntary,
honest, and empathetic dialogue. The goal is not only to address the immediate consequences
of harm but to foster mutual understanding and social healing.

“The balancing of injustice through the re-affirmation of a shared value-consensus in
voluntary, equalitarian, and bilateral dialogue.” (Gavrielides, 2015)

This definition reflects the belief that justice must be relational, participatory, and rooted in
shared values, enabling individuals and communities to move beyond harm through processes
grounded in dignity, equality, and collective responsibility.

The EU Victims' Directive (2012) defines restorative justice as "any process whereby the victim
and the offender are enabled, if they freely consent, to participate actively in the resolution
of matters arising from the criminal offence through the help of an impartial third party.” This
highlights the voluntary and dialogical nature of restorative justice, distinguishing it from
coercive or adversarial legal procedures.

Historically, restorative justice is not a new concept. Long before the rise of formal criminal
justice systems, many Indigenous and early societies practiced forms of communal justice,
where conflict resolution was achieved through dialogue, mediation, and collective decision-
making. These traditions viewed harm as a disruption to social harmony, requiring restoration
rather than punishment. In fact, the roots of the term “restorative justice” can be traced back
to Ancient Greece, where Aristotle used the term "amnokataotatiki dikatoocuvn" to refer to
justice as restoration and balance.

Today, restorative justice is used in various settings, including criminal justice, schools,
workplaces, online platforms, and communities. It includes a range of practices such as victim-
offender mediation, family group conferencing, restorative circles, and community-led
justice boards. These processes support emotional healing, promote accountability, and help
prevent future harm, especially among young people and marginalized groups.
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The principles of Restorative Justice

There are six principles that need to be adhered to during Restorative Justice to work
effectively:

1. Restoration: During the practice of Restorative Justice, it must be remembered that the
main target and process are mainly orientated towards working on addressing and repairing
harm for individuals, relationships, and the broader society to be able to heal.

2. Voluntarism: The practice can only occur if all parties have accurately informed themselves
of what will take place and decide to partake voluntarily. The parties must freely consent and
understand the nature of the process and what possibilities of outcomes and implications
there could be. It is also important to note that if the parties no longer wish to be involved in
the part of the process, they can and should be able to withdraw their consent at any time
during the process.

3. Neutrality: The restorative processes involved must be just and unbiased towards all parties
involved. This requires the conversations and discussions to be held in a neutral space, and it
is important that all parties feel as if they are in an environment where they are supported
when voicing their needs. Parties are encouraged to speak out, and their needs are to be
satisfied as much as possible. Additionally, it is vital that when parties speak out, equal concern
for their needs and interests is shown. This ensures mutual understanding and avoids
domination.

4. Safety: Restorative Justice aims to create a safe space for all parties, in which they feel safe
and comfortable enough to express their feelings and express how they believe the harm done
has affected them. They should be encouraged and enabled to actively participate. This also
means that the discussions that occur in restorative justice are required to stay confidential
unless parties concerned agree to anything otherwise.

5. Accessibility/Availability: Restorative processes are available to anyone affected by harm
and do not discriminate. They should also be available to parties at all points and stages of the
criminal justice process.
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6. Respect: All parties' dignity must be respected during the restorative process (Anon, 2016).
It is now easy to follow the core values behind the restorative justice process from these
principles. The core values of restorative justice are also founded on the FREDA values. FREDA
stands for fairness, respect, equality, dignity, and autonomy. (Anon 2016; Gavrielides 2011).

Braithwaite (2002) distinguishes three types of RJ standards:

1. Constraining Standards: Non-domination, equal concern, legal limits on sanctions,
human rights protection.

2. Maximising Standards: Human dignity, relationship repair, compassion, peace, and
prevention of future harm.

3. Emergent Standards: Apology, forgiveness, remorse, mercy—not required outcomes,
but possible gifts of the process.

RJ is avoluntary process. Participation requires free consentand must be guided by
an impartial third party, such as a trained facilitator or mediator. Safeguards must be in place
to avoid secondary victimisation and re-traumatisation.

Key Restorative Practices and Models

Restorative justice (RJ) is operationalized through a range of structured practices and models
that embody its core values—dialogue, accountability, empathy, and repair. While the
philosophy of RJ can be applied broadly across institutions and cultures, its effectiveness
often lies in the design and implementation of specific restorative processes. These practices
vary in formality and structure but are united by their aim to restore relationships, foster
understanding, and address harm through inclusive participation.

1. Victim-Offender Mediation (VOM)

Victim-Offender Mediation is one of the most established and widely used models of
restorative justice. It involves a structured, facilitated dialogue between a victim and an
offender, with the goal of achieving mutual understanding and developing an agreement on
how to repair the harm. A trained mediator acts as a neutral facilitator, ensuring that the
process is voluntary, respectful, and safe for all participants.
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VOM provides an opportunity for the victim to express how the harm affected them, and for
the offender to take responsibility and offer meaningful reparations. Research indicates that
VOM can lead to higher satisfaction rates among victims, lower recidivism among offenders,
and stronger community trust in justice processes.

2. Family Group Conferencing (FGC)

Family Group Conferencing expands the restorative process to include not only the victim
and offender but also their families, supporters, and sometimes community representatives
or relevant professionals (e.g. police, social workers).

FGCs are particularly effective with youth offenders, as they allow for a more holistic
understanding of the causes of harm and provide a supportive environment in which young
people can take responsibility. The presence of family members and close supporters helps
reinforce accountability while ensuring that reintegration plans are realistic and community-
supported.

3. Restorative Justice Boards (RJ Boards)

Also known as community justice panels or reparative boards, Restorative Justice Boards
involve a group of trained community members who meet with offenders (and sometimes
victims) to develop a community-based plan for accountability and reparation. These boards
do not replace legal proceedings but often operate alongside them, especially in cases of
minor offenses.

This model reinforces community ownership of justice and allows for context-sensitive
solutions that reflect local values and needs. RJ boards also promote civic engagement and
can be particularly powerful in addressing broader issues like racial injustice, economic
inequality, and social disconnection.
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4. Restorative Justice Circles (RJCs)

Restorative Circles are among the most inclusive and culturally adaptable RJ practices. RJ
circles bring together all stakeholders—victims, offenders, families, and community
members—in a facilitated dialogue guided by a “circle keeper.”

Circles are structured by core elements such as the use of a talking piece, opening and closing
rituals, and a commitment to values like equality, truth-telling, respect, and empathy. The
circular formation symbolizes unity and shared responsibility, allowing all voices to be heard
equally.

There are various types of circles, including:

¢ Healing Circles — focused on emotional expression and recovery.

¢ Sentencing Circles — used in conjunction with formal justice systems to determine
fair outcomes.

o Reintegration Circles — designed to support individuals returning to the community
after incarceration.

¢ Community-Building Circles — used proactively to strengthen relationships and social
cohesion.
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Key restorative justice practices provide practical frameworks for implementing RJ values in
a variety of settings—criminal justice, education, youth work, community development, and
mental health. Whether through one-on-one mediation or inclusive circle processes, these
models offer transformative alternatives to punitive responses by emphasizing healing over
punishment, dialogue over silence, and community over isolation. By adopting these
practices, communities can move toward a more relational, equitable, and human-centered
vision of justice.

3. RJINEAR Model of Resilience

The RJINEAR model of resilience represents a cutting-edge innovation in restorative justice
practice, offering a psychosocial framework that bridges the principles of restorative justice
with empirically grounded models of personal development and emotional well-being. The
RJINEAR model is a hybrid adaptation of the iNEAR psychological intervention (Tunariu et al.,
2017), tailored to incorporate restorative justice principles and designed to build resilience in
individuals and communities affected by harm, marginalisation, and systemic exclusion.

Context and Theoretical Foundations

Traditionally, efforts to prevent harm and reoffending have relied heavily on the Risk-Need-
Responsivity (RNR) model, which emphasizes identifying and managing individual risks
through control-based interventions, including incarceration and behavioral monitoring.

RJINEAR is a hybrid version of the empirically validated psychological intervention known as
iNEAR (Tunariu et al., 2017a). The model retains iNEAR’s overreaching theory of chance and
its original pillars, expanding these to incorporate the themes of restorative justice. The
ultimate objective of the programme is to build resilience and achieve transformation through
participation. Resilience is a capacity that can be expanded. It can be developed through
interactions between an individual’ internal assets, guided responses to environmental
variables, and repertoires of protective factors (Boniwell & Tunariu, 2019). Like the iNEAR
intervention, RJINEAR is designed to tap on such interactions.

10
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Structure of the Model: i-N-E-A-R

At the heart of RJINEAR lies a five-pillar developmental process that enables individuals to
become aware of their emotions, reflect on their choices, and build internal capacity for
positive change. The acronym stands for:

e | — Myself: A recognition of the self as the starting point for reflection and
accountability. Participants are encouraged to reconnect with their identities beyond
their experiences of harm or offending.

e N-New Knowledge About Myself: A deepening of self-awareness through restorative
dialogue and reflective exercises. Participants begin to see their behaviors and
experiences within broader social and emotional contexts.

o E-Emotional Agility: The ability to recognize, tolerate, and regulate difficult emotions
without suppression or escalation. This emotional literacy is crucial for breaking cycles
of harm.

e A - Awareness of Options and Choice: Developing the cognitive capacity to identify
alternatives to harmful behavior and understand the consequences of different
choices.

1

e R - Responding with Growth: Encouraging resilient responses "in spite of" past
trauma, marginalisation, or systemic disadvantage. This phase emphasizes

transformation, not merely rehabilitation.

This progression empowers individuals to move from reactive responsesto deliberate,
reflective, and socially responsible actions. Each stage draws on the principles of restorative
justice—respect, empowerment, equality, truth-telling, and power-sharing—making RJINEAR
both an individual and collective process of change

Evidence & Pilots:

e Piloted with 350 students (Abbey College, 2016)

e Southwark “My Voice — My Future” (2020)

e European projects RADEX & RDaVR

e Based on 3-year pilot across 7 EU countries (more information on Target Groups and
Implementation chapter)

11
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For more: RJ4AIl's Radicalisation Hub

RJ4AII has collected papers, training courses and material relating to the RIINEAR model that
can be found https://www.rj4all.info/rjinear

A reading list is also available at the end of this course.

Restorative Justice Integration

Unlike traditional therapeutic interventions, RJINEAR is not clinical or diagnostic. It does not
pathologize individuals but situates harm within relational, social, and structural contexts. It
encourages participants to view themselves not as problems to be fixed, but as agents of their
own restoration.

Restorative practices used in RJINEAR include:

e Wellbeing Circles moderated by RJ practitioners and trained volunteers
o Storytelling and dialogue as tools for reflection

e Creative activities that enable non-verbal expression and connection

o Structured reflection on identity, values, and social roles

These activities create a psychological space in which individuals are seen not only for their
harm, but as whole persons with potential, needs, and aspirations.

Target Groups and Implementation

The RJINEAR model has been tested and piloted across various contexts, serving:

e Youth at risk of offending or involvement in gang violence

¢ Individuals affected by serious violence

e Former juvenile and adult offenders undergoing rehabilitation
e Young people at risk of radicalisation or violent extremism

e Adults on probation or within restorative re-entry programmes

Pilots include a major implementation in 2016 at Abbey College with over 350 young
participants (Tunariu, Boniwell & Rufon), and community-based projects like My Voice — My

12
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Future in Southwark (2020), funded by Southwark Council. RJINEAR also underpinned the EU-
funded projects RDaVR and RADEX, implemented in seven countries under the Youth
Empowerment and Innovation Project (YEIP). These initiatives generated compelling evidence
that restorative and resilience-based interventions achieved to sustain behavioural change
and community reintegration.

Significance and Broader Impact

Crucially, the RJINEAR model supports individuals in navigating shame and guilt, two
emotional responses that often underpin harmful behaviors. RJINEAR distinguishes between:

e Shame: A painful, self-focused emotion that leads to withdrawal and avoidance
e Guilt: A behavior-focused emotion that can lead to reparative action and moral growth

By promoting guilt over shame, and empathy over punishment, RJINEAR supports
a restorative path forward, helping individuals take ownership without being crushed by their
past.

The RJINEAR model offers a bold, holistic, and empirically grounded alternative to mainstream
justice interventions. It combines restorative justice with evidence-based psychological
principles to promote not just the resolution of harm, but the transformation of individuals
and communities. Through its flexible design, inclusive philosophy, and proven outcomes,
RJINEAR is a model for resilience-building that meets the complex needs of modern justice
systems while honoring the dignity, agency, and potential of every individual.

4. Community Circles - The Core Practice
What Are Circles?

Community Circles are among the most foundational and transformative practices within the
restorative justice (RJ) framework. These circles provide a structured yet flexible space for
dialogue, healing, and the rebuilding of trust. As a core restorative practice, Community Circles
enable individuals to come together in an inclusive and non-hierarchical environment to
address harm, resolve conflicts, promote mutual understanding, and foster social cohesion.

13
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At the heart of the Community Circle lies a set of core RJ values: respect, equality, truth-
telling, empowerment, and power-sharing. The circle as a physical and symbolic formation
emphasizes that all participants—regardless of background, status, or role—have an equal
voice. Circles reject punitive or adversarial modes of interaction and instead prioritize
relational accountability, emotional safety, and the recognition of shared humanity.

While restorative justice is often framed as a response to harm or wrongdoing, Community
Circles expand this scope. They are not solely reactive mechanisms but can be proactive
tools for community building, conflict prevention, and resilience cultivation.

Structure and Elements of a Community Circle

Although adaptable across cultures and settings, Community Circles follow a basic structure
that ensures consistency, safety, and clarity of purpose. The process is typically facilitated by
a Circle Keeper, who holds the space, models respectful behavior, and guides the dialogue
without dominating or controlling the conversation.

Every circle begins with an opening ritual or welcome. This may include a reading, a moment
of silence, a culturally appropriate ceremony, or a simple expression of gratitude. The opening
serves to set the tone, invite presence, and distinguish the circle as a unique space separate
from daily life.

Participants co-create or are reminded of ground rules, which may include confidentiality,
active listening, talking piece, and the right to pass. These agreements are vital in establishing
psychological safety and shared responsibility.

An essential strength of Community Circles is their cultural adaptability. Effective circles are
responsive to local traditions, languages, and social dynamics. Cultural symbols, native terms,
and community norms can be incorporated into the structure to make the circle feel familiar
and respectful. This adaptability not only enhances participation but ensures the process is
meaningful within the participants’ lived experiences.

Typical rules include:

e Speak and listen with intention.

14
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e Share only what feels safe and appropriate.
e Allow others to speak without interruption.
e Engage with curiosity, not judgment.

e Take a break if overwhelmed.

A central element in the circle is the talking piece, a symbolic object passed around to indicate
whose turn it is to speak. Only the person holding the talking piece may speak, while others
listen attentively. This practice slows down conversation, ensures equitable participation, and
fosters deep listening.

Dialogue typically unfolds in rounds, beginning with low-risk prompts (e.g., “What brings you
here today?” or “Share a value that’s important to you”) and moving toward deeper,
sometimes more vulnerable topics (e.g., harm, conflict, responsibility, healing, forgiveness).
Participants are not required to speak and may pass without pressure.

The circle ends with a closing round and a ritual that acknowledges the shared time and space.
This may involve expressions of gratitude, a shared reflection, or symbolic actions such as
blowing out a candle. Closures reinforce the integrity of the process and provide emotional
containment.

Roles in the Circle

e Circle Keeper / Facilitator: Guides the flow, maintains neutrality, and ensures safety.
The keeper is not an authority figure but a co-participant with additional
responsibility.

e Participants: Engage voluntarily, bring their authentic selves, listen deeply, and
contribute to a shared goal.

e Observers (when applicable): May attend for training purposes or to support
participants, but should respect the circle’s confidentiality and ethos.

Applications of Community Circles

Community Circles can be used across diverse contexts, including:

e Schools: To address bullying, conflict, exclusion, or to build positive classroom culture.
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e Justice Systems: As alternatives or supplements to formal sentencing, particularly for
youth and minor offenses.

e Community Groups: For addressing neighborhood tensions, racism, or
intergenerational divides.

o Workplaces: To foster inclusive dialogue, manage interpersonal tensions, and build
collaborative teams.

e Mental Health and Wellbeing: Circles can serve as restorative spaces for emotional
expression and peer support, particularly in post-pandemic contexts or areas affected
by socio-economic deprivation.

Circle Impact

When facilitated effectively, Community Circles can lead to:

e Improved interpersonal understanding and empathy.
e Reduction of social tensions and conflict escalation.

e Emotional healing and reduced isolation.

e Reconnection with personal and collective values.

e Strengthened community identity and resilience.

Circles are not about blame or punishment, but about relational repair and capacity-building.
The process itself becomes the outcome: people are heard, relationships are rebalanced, and
communities become more equipped to handle future challenges collaboratively. As the core
practice of restorative justice, Community Circles exemplify the power of structured, values-
based dialogue in transforming not only individual relationships but entire communities.

Facilitating Circles — Skills and Techniques

Facilitating restorative justice (RJ) circles is a structured practice that requires emotional
intelligence, cultural sensitivity, and a deep commitment. While the foundational structure of
a restorative circle may appear simple, its facilitation demands deliberate preparation,
presence, and key interpersonal and ethical skills. The facilitator, often referred to as
the Circle Keeper, plays a crucial role in holding the space in a way that allows participants to
feel safe, respected, and empowered.
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Restorative circles are grounded in values such as respect, truth-telling, equality, power-
sharing, and empowerment. A facilitator’s role is not to control the conversation or solve
problems but to guide the process while embodying these values. This chapter explores the
competencies, techniques, and considerations necessary for effective circle facilitation.

The Role of the Circle Keeper

Unlike traditional facilitators or authority figures, the Circle Keeper does not lead from above
but walks beside the participants. The keeper’s primary task is to maintain the integrity of the
circle process, ensure that ground rules are followed, and model the values of restorative
justice. The keeper is both a participant and a guardian of the space, balancing structure with
flexibility and neutrality with warmth.

Key responsibilities include:

e Creating and maintaining psychological safety for all participants
e Encouraging authentic participation without coercion

e Guiding the flow and rhythm of the conversation

e Responding skillfully to emotions, silence, or tension

e Ensuring that ground rules and circle agreements are upheld

Core Facilitation Skills

- Active listening: the foundation of all restorative practices, active listening involves
being fully present, acknowledging what is said (verbally and nonverbally),
and suspending judgment. The facilitator listens not only for words, but for emotions,
meanings, and silences. This creates a space where participants feel heard and valued.

- Neutrality and non-judgment: facilitators must maintain neutrality, especially when
working with individuals in conflict. Their role is not to assess, intervene, or provide
solutions, but to allow participants to express themselves honestly within a safe and
structured environment.

- Empathy: the ability to resonate with others’ emotions without becoming
overwhelmed or reactive. Empathic facilitators validate participants' experiences and
support emotional expression while remaining grounded and responsive.
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- Clarity and communication: facilitators need to provide clear instructions about the
circle process, explain the purpose of each round, and clarify expectations. Clarity
helps reduce anxiety and enhances participants’ trust in the process.

- Cultural sensitivity: facilitators should be aware of the cultural, social, and linguistic
dynamics present in the circle. This includes understanding group norms, adapting the
circle format where appropriate, and avoiding language that may alienate or
marginalize participants.

Creating a Safe and Inclusive Space

Psychological and emotional safety are essential to meaningful participation. Facilitators
should:

e Begin with icebreakers and low-risk sharing questions

e Use a consistent opening ritual to set the tone

e Introduce and co-create ground rules

e Normalize the right to pass or remain silent

o Explicitly state that all voices are welcome, and no opinion is right or wrong

Before the circle, facilitators should also consider physical safety and comfort: seating
arrangements, access to toilets and exits, the absence of phones, and the environment’s
emotional tone.

Strong emotions, such as anger, grief, shame, or guilt, can arise in restorative circles. Skilled
facilitators:

¢ Remain calm and grounded

e Normalize emotional expression (“It’s okay to feel upset here”)

e Use de-escalation strategies (e.g., pauses, breathing, reflective questions)
o Offer breaks or check-ins when needed

e Monitor body language and tone to detect rising tension

e Validate without rescuing or fixing

It is also important to distinguish between emotional discomfort (which can be a part of
healing) and emotional harm (which must be prevented).
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Encouraging Participation

Inclusive dialogue is a hallmark of restorative justice circles. To encourage participation,
facilitators may:

e Begin with non-threatening prompts (“Share a memory of a time you felt heard.”)

e Use a talking piece to equalize speaking time

« Allow for silence and reflection—silence is not failure, but a form of communication
e Affirm every contribution without judgment

e Gently invite quieter participants without pressure

Importantly, the right to not participate must always be respected.

Furthermore, while the structure of a circle provides safety, facilitators must remain
responsive to the needs of the group. This may mean:

e Adjusting the length of the circle

e Offering breaks

e Modifying language or prompts to match cultural or developmental appropriateness
e Being flexible with the use of rituals, songs, or symbols

e Adapting to the energy and emotional state of the group

Restorative circles often include individuals with histories of trauma, marginalisation, or
systemic harm. A trauma-informed facilitator must avoid pressuring participants to disclose
or relive painful experiences and recognizes triggers and emotional responses. When needed,
the facilitator provides or refers to support.

Closing the Circle

Facilitators should remain available after the circle for those who wish to seek support. A
proper closing reinforces the sense of closure. This may include:

e Afinal round (e.g., “What are you taking away from this?”)

e An expression of gratitude

e A symbolic gesture (lighting or extinguishing a candle, a shared gesture or word)
e Ensuring that participants feel emotionally grounded before leaving
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Facilitating restorative circles requires a blend of ethical commitment, emotional
intelligence, and practical technique. It is not about control or correction, but about holding
space for authentic, transformative dialogue. Through careful preparation, deep presence,
and consistent values-based practice, facilitators can support participants in reconnecting
with themselves and each other in powerful, life-affirming ways.

Organizing a Community Circle

Community circles are foundational restorative justice practices that foster dialogue,
understanding, and collective problem-solving among participants. Organizing such circles
requires thoughtful preparation, clear communication, and intentional structuring to create a
safe and inclusive environment conducive to meaningful participation. This section outlines
the essential considerations and steps involved in organizing a successful community circle.

1. Defining the Purpose and Scope

The initial step in organizing a community circle is to clearly define its purpose. Community
circles can serve a variety of functions, including conflict resolution, building relationships,
addressing harm, or promoting wellbeing and social cohesion. Clarifying the circle’s objectives
helps determine the appropriate participants, format, and facilitation approach. Whether the
circle aims to address a specific incident or to nurture ongoing community connections, the
purpose must be communicated transparently to all involved.

2. Identifying Participants

A community circle typically involves a diverse group of stakeholders connected by a shared
interest or concern. Participants often include primary and secondary parties affected by an
incident, their families or support networks, community representatives, and sometimes
professionals such as police officers or social workers. Careful consideration must be given to
who is invited to ensure the circle reflects the relevant community and balances
representation without overwhelming the process. Participation in restorative circles is
voluntary, respecting individuals’ autonomy to engage or abstain.

3. Selecting a Suitable Venue and Time
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The physical setting significantly influences the atmosphere and effectiveness of a community
circle. Organizers should choose a neutral, accessible, and comfortable space that fosters
equality and openness. Seating arrangements should support the circle format, often a round
or oval shape, allowing participants to see and engage with one another directly. Logistical
details such as accessibility, privacy, availability of amenities (restrooms, water), and
technological needs (if any) must be addressed. Scheduling the circle at a convenient time for
participants also maximizes attendance and engagement.

4. Preparing Ground Rules and Agreements

Establishing ground rules is critical to creating a safe and respectful environment. These rules
outline expectations regarding confidentiality, respect, speaking turns, use of a talking piece,
and the right to pass without sharing. Ground rules can be drafted collaboratively or presented
by the facilitator at the outset but should always be reviewed and agreed upon by participants.
Clear agreements help prevent misunderstandings and provide a framework for addressing
challenges during the circle.

5. Planning the Circle Structure

While restorative circles are flexible, a general structure supports their flow and purpose.
Organizers and facilitators should plan the sequence of rounds, which may include
introductions, sharing personal experiences related to the topic, exploring impacts, discussing
ways forward, and closing reflections. Including rituals or symbolic actions—such as lighting a
candle or using a talking piece—can help mark transitions and reinforce the circle’s values.
The structure should remain adaptable to the group’s needs and dynamics.

6. Facilitator Preparation

The facilitator or circle keeper plays a pivotal role in guiding the process. Prior to the circle,
the facilitator must familiarize themselves with the participants, background context, and
objectives. Preparation involves developing facilitation skills such as active listening,
neutrality, empathy, and conflict management. Facilitators also prepare to manage group
dynamics, emotional expressions, and potential challenges with sensitivity and care.
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7. Communication and Invitations

Effective communication is essential for successful organization. Invitations should clearly
articulate the purpose, expectations, time, location, and voluntary nature of participation.
Providing background information and answering questions beforehand helps participants
arrive informed and prepared. Organizers may use multiple communication channels—phone
calls, emails, community notice boards—to ensure broad and inclusive outreach.

8. Supporting Participants

Organizers should anticipate participants’ needs to ensure equitable participation. This might
include providing transportation, childcare, language interpretation, or accommodations for
disabilities. Emotional support before, during, and after the circle—such as access to
counseling or debrief sessions—can be crucial, especially when addressing sensitive or
traumatic topics.

9. Follow-Up and Accountability

The community circle process does not end when participants leave the circle. Organizers
should plan for follow-up actions, which may include documenting agreements, supporting
agreed-upon resolutions, and maintaining communication channels. Follow-up reinforces
accountability and helps embed the restorative outcomes within the community.

Organizing a community circle is a deliberate and relational process that demands careful
attention to purpose, participants, environment, and facilitation. When thoughtfully
executed, community circles offer transformative opportunities to build understanding, repair
harm, and foster collective responsibility. The success of a circle is on creating a space where
all voices are valued, power is shared, and restoration is made possible through honest,
respectful dialogue.
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5. Challenges and Solutions

1. Power Imbalances

One of the most significant challenges in restorative justice is addressing inherent power
imbalances among participants. These imbalances may exist between victims and offenders,
adults and youth, or across social, racial, and gender lines. Power disparities can affect
participants’ willingness to engage openly and influence the fairness and effectiveness of the
process. For example, marginalized groups may feel intimidated or distrustful of the process,
reducing their participation or leading to re-victimization.

Power Sharing and Empowerment

To mitigate power imbalances, restorative justice practices must actively promote
empowerment and equal participation. Facilitators should be trained to recognize and
address dynamics of domination and vulnerability, creating inclusive environments that honor
all voices. Power sharing can be enhanced by involving community representatives, ensuring
transparency, and fostering respect and trust among participants.

2. Voluntary Participation and Consent

Restorative justice is fundamentally based on voluntary participation and free consent from
all parties involved. Securing genuine willingness can be difficult, especially in situations where
participants feel pressured by external factors such as legal systems, community expectations,
or family dynamics. When participation is coerced, the authenticity of the dialogue and
outcomes can be compromised.

Ensuring Voluntariness and Informed Consent

Restorative processes should prioritize clear communication about the voluntary nature of
participation and provide space for participants to make informed decisions. Offering pre-
meetings or information sessions can help individuals understand what to expect and their
rights within the process. Respecting the choice to decline participation is essential to
maintaining the integrity of RJ.
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3. Safeguarding Against Secondary Victimization

Restorative processes risk causing secondary or repeat victimization if not carefully managed.
Participants, especially victims, may experience intimidation, retaliation, or emotional distress
during or after the process. Without appropriate safeguards, restorative justice efforts may
unintentionally exacerbate harm rather than repair it.

Safeguarding and Support Mechanisms

Robust safeguards are critical to protect participants from further harm. These may include
risk assessments, confidentiality agreements, support persons, and follow-up care such as
counseling services. Facilitators must be vigilant to signs of distress or intimidation and
prepared to pause or terminate the process if necessary. Clear protocols for managing
breaches of safety contribute to a trustworthy restorative environment.

4. Limited Awareness and Misconceptions

Many stakeholders, including practitioners, community members, and policymakers, may
have limited understanding of restorative justice principles and practices. Misconceptions can
undermine support and proper implementation. This lack of knowledge can lead to unrealistic
expectations or inappropriate applications of restorative practices.

Education and Training

Building widespread awareness of restorative justice requires comprehensive education and
training initiatives targeted at practitioners, community members, and stakeholders.
Clarifying the goals, scope, and realistic outcomes of RJ helps manage expectations and build
support. Training programs should emphasize practical skills, ethical standards, and cultural
competence to enhance effectiveness.

5. Resource Constraints

Effective restorative justice requires trained facilitators, adequate time, and appropriate
spaces to conduct processes safely and meaningfully. Limited funding and resources can
restrict access to restorative services, reduce the quality of facilitation, and hinder follow up
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support. Resource constraints can disproportionately affect marginalized or under-resourced
communities, limiting the reach and impact of RJ initiatives.

Resource Allocation and Accessibility

Support for dedicated funding and resources is vital to expand restorative justice services.
Investment in facilitator training, venue provision, and participant support enhances the
quality and accessibility of RJ practices. Leveraging partnerships with community
organizations and integrating RJ into existing social services can maximize resource use and
reach.

6. Balancing Formal and Informal Justice Systems

Integrating restorative justice within existing formal justice frameworks presents a complex
challenge. While RJ can complement legal systems, tensions may arise around accountability,
legal requirements, and procedural fairness. Navigating this balance requires careful
coordination to ensure restorative processes do not undermine legal protections or
participants’ rights.

Integrative Approaches

Developing frameworks that harmonize restorative justice with formal legal systems
facilitates complementary roles. Collaborative policies, clear referral pathways, and ongoing
dialogue between legal professionals and RJ practitioners promote coherence. Recognizing RJ
as part of a broader justice ecosystem allows for flexible application suited to diverse cases
and contexts.

While restorative justice presents a powerful alternative to conventional punitive models, it
is not without challenges. Addressing issues such as power imbalances, voluntariness,
safeguarding, misconceptions, resource limitations, and systemic integration is essential to
realizing RJ’s full potential. Through intentional strategies grounded in respect, education, and
collaboration, restorative justice can effectively contribute to healing, accountability, and
community empowerment.
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