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1. Introduction 

 

 
My motivation 
 
The Forgiveness Project (TFP) has developed a pioneering and innovative offender program called 
RESTORE which grew organically out of the organisation’s focus on sharing real stories of forgiveness, 
reconciliation and Restorative Justice (RJ). RESTORE’s methodology has been borrowed, developed, 
learnt and adapted over time, and evidence1 has shown that the work we do has a real impact on 
changing how offenders think about themselves and about crime.    
 
During my fellowship I was keen to discover similar programs running in the US and Canada and to 
learn how restorative approaches had helped offenders desist from crime. I was particularly keen to 
learn about other victim impact programs, where victims of crime contributed to the rehabilitation of 
offenders through sharing their own personal stories. I wanted to know whether the evidence of 
these programs was robust and if they, like RESTORE, included ex-offenders and victims working 
together in their delivery. 
 
With RJ high on the coalition government’s agenda, The Forgiveness Project provides what Dr Theo 
Gavrielides has termed “preparatory restorative justice”. (Gavrielides, 2011)2 RESTORE does not 
deliver pure RJ – in that TFP does not bring together a victim and an offender for a conference. What 
we do prepares offenders for the possibility of meeting their victim by introducing them to the 
principles and practises of RJ.  In addition, by training both victims of crime and ex-offenders as 
facilitators, we model a restorative process and introduce surrogate/parallel victims to offenders.  
 
My intention 
 
During my fellowship I was keen to find out if other programs were using a similar model and, if not, 
what frameworks they were implementing to foster greater empathy, responsibility and 
accountability. 
 
In parallel I wanted to explore two other related areas:  
1) How the thorny question of forgiveness fitted into the RJ paradigm. 
2) The power of story-telling or self-narratives as a device for encouraging both victims and 

offenders to adopt new attitudes and belief systems. 
 

 
2. Restorative Justice:  An overview 

 
 

My understanding 
 
When I started collecting stories of reconciliation and forgiveness in 2003 I didn’t know what the term 
restorative justice meant. It wasn’t until I met people who had been through the process in Canada, 
America and in the UK that I was introduced to this alternative context for thinking about crime and 
justice.   

                                                             
1 Adler, Joanna R. and Mir, Mansoor (2012) Evaluation of The Forgiveness Project within prisons. Project 
Report. Forensic Psychological Services at Middlesex University, London, UK. 
2 Gavrielides, T. (2011). Restorative Justice and the Secure Estate. IARS. 

 

http://theforgivenessproject.com/
http://eprints.mdx.ac.uk/9401/
http://eprints.mdx.ac.uk/view/creators/Adler=3AJoanna_R=2E.html
http://eprints.mdx.ac.uk/view/creators/Mir=3AMansoor.html
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Early on in my learning, Canadian-born Marie Anne Hagan, illustrated its efficacy when she described 
what happened when she met her father’s killer: “I’d not heard of the term restorative justice then but 
in that face-to-face meeting, which lasted 1 hour and 40 minutes, 16 years and 10 months of misery 
was just wiped away.” Ever since then, through my work with The Forgiveness Project, I have been 
trying to unravel what happens when people from opposite ends of the justice spectrum come face-
to-face and are given the opportunity to hear each other’s story.    
 
Definitions 
 
Tim Newell, former governor of HMP Grendon, leading UK advocate of RJ and Patron of The 

Forgiveness Project, sums up the underlying principle of RJ: “Restorative Justice sees crime as injury 

rather than law-breaking and justice as healing rather than punishment.” (Newell, 2007)3   More 

specifically pure restorative justice involves communication between the offender and the victim, 

which may be a face-to-face meeting, or written, or passed through a third party, who is called the 

mediator or facilitator. 

Since the 1970s different approaches have emerged in thousands of communities and many 
countries, with much of the pioneering work coming out of North America.  
 
Howard Zehr, who is widely known as the grandfather of restorative justice, and who describes his 
work as being about “changing lenses” sums up some of the different approaches: “some advocate 
the use of restorative approaches such as ‘circles’ (an approach that emerged from the First 
Nation/aboriginal communities in Canada) as a way to work through, resolve and transform conflicts 
in general. Others pursue circles or ‘conferences’ (an effort with roots both in New Zealand and 
Australia and in facilitated victim-offender meetings) as a way to build and heal communities.” (Zehr, 
2002)4 
 
Above all restorative justice places offending into a moral context. As leading RJ theorist, John 
Braithwaite, writes: “Because crime hurts, justice should heal.”  
 
 

 
3. Destinations visited 

 

 

1)  New York 
 

1.1 Tikkun Long Island  

 
Tikkun Long Island is a non-profit that works to prevent crime, reduce recidivism and heal both 
victims and offenders. I first heard about this organisation in 2012 when attorney and 
psychologist Robert Goldman (its founder and director) contacted me about a book he had co-
written with Victoria Ruvolo, “No Room for Vengeance”. As a consequence Victoria’s story is now 
a part of The Forgiveness Project’s story bank. A victim of random violence which left her with 
life-threatening injuries, Victoria not only survived but went on to mentor thousands of people – 
including the young man who injured her.    

                                                             
3 Newell, T. (2007). Forgiving Justice. Quaker Books 
4 Zehr, H. (2002). The Little Book of Restorative Justice. Good Books. 

 

http://theforgivenessproject.com/stories/anne-marie-hagan-canada/
http://www.tikkunli.org/
http://theforgivenessproject.com/stories/victoria-ruvolo-usa/
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I was intrigued to find out how Robert Goldman had used his collaboration with Victoria to create 
an organisation with RJ at its heart and was grateful to be invited to witness a session of their 
‘TASTE’ program at Ronkonkoma, Long Island.  

 
The program (funded by the District Attorney’s office) incorporates Thinking Errors, Anger 
Management, Social Skills, Talking and Empathy.  The men and women on the program are all 
court-referred and have not been incarcerated for their crime. TASTE is unusual for being victim-
focussed and a key component involves the offender writing a letter to those who have been 
victimised by their crime. Goldman invites his law students to mentor and support each offender 
in the writing of these important letters which are not sent but read out in court. 
 
Another important element of TASTE is for course participants to become active in volunteering - 
as Kimberley, the facilitator, put it: “there is nothing more restoring than giving back to our 
community.”  Indeed, evidence has shown that offenders who find a way to contribute to society, 
their community, or their families, appear to be more successful at giving up crime. (Prof. Shadd 
Maruna, 2010)5 During the TASTE program the participants learn about anger management, 
apology, triggers (“to understand triggers you have to understand yourself”), gaining control over 
belief systems, the ripple effect (a chart is handed out illustrating who is affected by crime), and 
skills in starting a new.   
 
On the evening I attended the focus was on empathy. Having told Victoria Ruvolo’s story, 
Kimberley then asked the group: “I want you to imagine this is your mother – how would you 
feel?” One participant replied: “I’d want to kill the person who did this,” then another chimed in: 
“No, I’d get someone else to kill him for me.” At this point we were asked to welcome another 
person into the room and in walked Victoria herself. Picking up the story where Kimberley had left 
off, she described how on coming round after multiple operations the first words that came out 
of her mouth were “do the kids who did this realise they’ve ruined their lives as much as mine?”  
 
She went on to explain that the main offender – 18 year old Ryan Cushing – was due to receive a 
25 year prison sentence without parole but partly because she had asked for amnesty, he 
received a six-month prison sentence with five years’ probation of community service and 
psychiatric help. When Victoria told the group: “I was the last person to hug him before he went 
to jail,” there was silence in the room. Then, after she’d spoken, the man who had declared he 
would want to kill the perpetrator came up and hugged her.   

 
 
Key Learning: 
 

 The presence of a victim story-teller can change hardened attitudes and shift black-and-white 
thinking in a way that the very best facilitators delivering Enhanced Thinking Skills sessions seldom 
do. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                             
5 http://www.safeground.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Desistance-Fact-Sheet.pdf 
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1.2 Cathy Harrington  

 
In Manhattan I met with Rev Cathy Harrington. Cathy’s daughter, Leslie, was brutally murdered 
on Halloween night in 2004, aged just 26. I hadn’t realised until we met that Cathy has especially 
flown from Michigan, where she is a Minister in the Unitarian Universalist Church, to meet with 
me on the 9th anniversary of her daughter’s death. On every anniversary she said she felt 
compelled to do something meaningful and giving her story to The Forgiveness Project felt like a 
positive way of dealing with Leslie’s legacy. 
 
Ever since her daughter’s murder, Cathy’s journey has been about not succumbing to hatred and 
rage but making meaning out of this appalling tragedy. She has been actively involved in defence 
initiated victim outreach (DIVO) which addresses the needs of crime victims and their families 
throughout the legal process by providing a bridge between them and the attorneys who 
represent the defendant. It’s a challenging program for those familiar with the traditional 
adversarial model of justice but a process which helped to empower Cathy during the court case 
of perpetrator, Eric Copple, by releasing information to her. (see p.19 for more on DIVO) 
 
She described to me a healing moment during the court case when Copple’s mother came 
towards her. “She was trembling – more terrified than me. I was stunned by how similar we 
looked, and thought ‘Oh my God. I’m her!’ Then we just embraced and there was such relief and 
compassion in that embrace.”   
 
When I asked Cathy if she might one day want to meet Copple in a restorative justice conference, 
her response was:  “Two years after Leslie died I read on the news about how the Amish had 
forgiven the shootings at their school and I said to my grief counsellor, ‘Damn the Amish! I don’t 
believe or trust it.’ I couldn’t forgive so how could they. My grief counsellor replied: ‘Their faith 
calls them to walk towards forgiveness.’ And that’s come to make sense to me. It was a decision 
they made, but I’m not there yet and the thing that terrifies me most is the thought that one day I 
may need to meet Eric.” I was interested by Cathy’s use of the word ‘need’ as if meeting Copple 
might one day be the next step in her healing journey. 
 

Key Learning: 
 
– Victims of crime have a need to make meaning out of brutal and senseless acts which wreck their 

lives. (see also p.20) RESTORE must be aimed as much at victims’ recovery as at offenders‘ 
rehabilitation. 

 
 

 

 

2) WINNIPEG 

I was fortunate to be hosted during my time in Winnipeg by Dr Lois Edmund. Lois first contacted me 
early in 2009 offering to volunteer for The Forgiveness Project during her summer months on 
sabbatical in London. She went on to produce our first qualitative evaluation derived from the large 
amount of data we had already collected from TFP’s prison program. The evaluation has proved an 
invaluable source of information for subsequent independent research projects. 
 
 
 
 

http://theforgivenessproject.com/stories/cathy-harrington-usa/)
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2.1 Mediation Services 

 
Some of the main processes of RJ have roots in the North American Mennonites Victim-Offender 
Conferencing. Mediation Services (based in Winnipeg) have been pioneers in this field since 1979. 
The services comprise: A Restorative Action Centre which offers victims and offenders the 
opportunity to discuss the impact of an offence and work towards healing and resolution; a 
Resolution Skills Centre offering conflict resolution and mediation skills training; and the 
Community Resolution Centre which brings together all parties in neighbour, workplace and family 
disputes.  
 
Mediation Services Executive Director, Lois Coleman Neufeld, told me that in her view “the first 
step in any kind of mediation is to get people to tell their stories…and the first question we always 
ask after the story has been told is – have you heard anything different – and almost always they 
have. This then starts the dialogue and initiates empathy.” 
 
With neighbour and family disputes – where every side will feel a victim – the desired outcome is 
to get each person to accept some responsibility and recognise that the other person has needs 
to be met. Even in victim-offender mediation where there is an obvious requirement for the 
offender to take responsibility for the offense and show remorse, blame is not assigned. Here too 
Lois and her team try to be victim focused, recognising that since the cases are court ordered it 
would be easy to become offender focused.    

 
Key Learning: 
 

 For RJ (victim-offender mediation) to be really effective it needs victim buy-in and to get this, 
victims have to recognise that these alternative justice processes can provide quicker and more 
effective solutions than the courts, as well as offer a chance for victims to express and fulfil their 
needs.   

 
 

2.2.  CoSA (Circles of Support and Accountability)   

 
I was delighted to meet with one of the most progressive organisations in this field. I have long 
been impressed by CoSA, ever since Tim Newell helped initiate the first pilot in England, which 
has since grown into Circles UK.  
 
CoSA originated in Canada 20 years ago and is a program which aims to create a caring 
community – a “circle” – of volunteers for high-risk sex offenders after release from prison.  It is 
restorative in the sense that it holds people who have offended accountable for the harm they 
have caused and builds peace within communities.   
 
At the centre of every circle is one ex-offender – known as a core member – who is helped by a 
group of volunteers to transition back into the community. Joan Carolyn, director of the service, 
told me the emphasis is on each person being a valued human-being: “we walk with these very 
high risk, high need people to create lives which they themselves want. They know we know what 
they’ve done and are amazed we’ll shake their hands and treat them as human beings.”   
 
I was interested to learn that CoSA is yet another initiative that has grown out of the Mennonite 
tradition. The program mirrors the “radical hospitality” espoused by the Christian Gospels and has 
become a world-renowned project embraced by faith and non-faith groups alike. 
 

http://mediationserviceswpg.ca/)
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Currently 700 volunteers across Canada support 155 sex offenders, although the program is sadly 
now facing a major crisis with the announcement that federal funding is to be cut. 

 
Key Learnings: 
 

 Restorative Circles can be a pathway for even the most reviled offenders to re-enter society.  

 If Circles work so effectively for sex offenders they should be implemented in the UK for other 
vulnerable prisoners leaving prison. 
 

 

2.3 Aboriginal Spiritual Care at MYS  

 
In Manitoba, First Nation/Aboriginal people are 16% of the population and 71% of the 
incarcerated. They also have a high rate of drug and alcohol abuse, and many of the young suffer 
from FASD (foetal alcohol syndrome disease).  
 
Stan LaPierre is a traditional elder and Co-ordinator of Aboriginal Spiritual Care who I went to 
meet at a prison for young offenders – Manitoba Youth Service (MYS). As an inspirational mentor, 
a much-needed father figure or Mishomis (grandfather) and a spiritual counsellor, LaPierre is 
fighting a hard battle. His task is to bring Aboriginal culture – the traditions, healing methods and 
stories of identity – to all the prisons of Manitoba. “I have heard thousands of secrets of sexual 
abuse, witnessed so much grieving from these young people,” he says. “They sit and start to heal 
because they are prepared to tell me their stories. They need to free themselves of the past if 
they’re going to have the energy to do something with their future.”  
 
For most young people these traditions have been lost due to a stain on Canada’s history, one 
that I had no real knowledge of before my visit here. It is the story of the residential schools 
where for six generations children were taken from their homes to be placed in government-
funded, church-run schools set up to eliminate parental involvement. Sacred ceremonies were 
outlawed, Aboriginals were told that their traditional practises were devil-worship and children 
were beaten for speaking their own language.   
 
LaPierre’s work confronts this legacy and with the dramatic over representation of Aboriginal 
people in the justice system he works tirelessly to help young people heal and reconcile with their 
past. 

 
Key Learning: 
 

 It is vital that the incarcerated are heard, witnessed and have a chance to tell their story. Angry 
inmates create more victims.  

 
 

2.4 Onashowewin Justice Circle  

 
In a neighbouring district of Winnipeg, the Aboriginal organisation Onashowewin shines another 
light within this dark history. Onashowewin is an Aboriginal organisation that provides diversion 
programming for the Province of Manitoba.  
 
Clients are referred through the legal system and the focus here is on repairing harm through an 
individual assuming responsibility for their actions. Recidivism Prevention Workshops include: 
Living in Balance (Domestic Violence), Ekwe (Role of Woman) and One Life (Addiction Issues). 

http://www.onashowewin.com/
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Onashowewin’s Executive Director, Cora Morgan, told me the residential schools had created a 
nation of dispossessed. Her clients may have committed crimes but they are also victims of 
tragedy and trauma. “The effects of the residential schools have filtered down through 
generations,” she says, “and now the government try to get people to assimilate into mainstream 
society when they have had nowhere to belong and have been taught that their culture is wrong.” 

 
Key Learning: 
 

 When working with indigenous people it is helpful for them to connect with their traditional 
teachings in order to make better life choices. 

 

2.5 Additional meetings 

 
 During my time in Winnipeg I also met with:  

 
Prof. Dean Peachy, Acting Principal Human Rights & Global Studies, at the University of Winnipeg 
who told me about his work with transitional justice and how societies transition from 
widespread human rights abuses and ethnic violence to more stable governments. I was 
privileged to meet with Wilma Derksen whose daughter was murdered and abducted 30 years 
ago and who has grappled with and upheld the concept of forgiveness ever since. I got to hear 
about the important work of Jessica Senehi (Assoc. Professor in Peace and Conflict studies) 
around story-telling and peace-building. Lastly, I had the good fortune to have an energising 
discussion with Dr. Jarem Sawatsky, Co-director of Canadian School of Peacebuilding at 
Mennonite University who has borrowed the term “healing justice” from the Aboriginals. This 
kind of justice goes beyond the individual and beyond the state. As Sawatsky has written: 
“Healing justice seeks to understand the root causes and conditions of harm, and to break the 
unhealthy patterns that lead to such harm. Healing Justice does not try to create good people by 
telling them that they are bad…Rather than blaming individuals, healing justice moves to 
understand how it is that families, villages, and countries raise people who harm others. It seeks to 
transform the whole collective — its memory, its structures, its relationships, and its patterns of 
behaviour…Healing justice is rooted in a justice that respects the sacredness of each person and 
believes that all can heal.” (Sawatsky, 2007)6 
 

 
 

3) MINNEAPOLIS:  Minnesota 

I visited Minneapolis in Minnesota because the state is well-known for its innovation in the RJ field, 
involving all aspects of the community including schools, churches, courts, corrections and law 
enforcement agencies, as well as citizens. 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                             
6 Sawatsky, J. (2007) Rethinking Restorative Justice: When the Geographies of Crime and of Healing Justice 

Matter (Vols. Vol. 39, Nos. 1-2). (P. Research, Ed.) Retrieved from 

http://peaceresearch.ca/pdf/previous/PRJ%2039-1&2%20Sawatsky.pdf 

 

http://theforgivenessproject.com/stories/wilma-derksen-canada/
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3.1 Kay Pranis  

 
Kay Pranis is a national leader, who from 1994-2003 was the Minnesota Restorative Justice 
Planner. As the first state post of its kind in the US (and perhaps the world) this was a highly 
significant development in the RJ movement as previously RJ had been the single interest of non-
profits and church groups.   
 
Since those pioneering days Minnesota has lost some ground as far as being the lead in the US, 
except perhaps in education where RJ is in one-third of Minnesota’s elementary schools. Pranis’ 
work with the Aboriginal people of North America fired her interest in “circles” and has made her 
a leading proponent of the process.  
 
“Circles” are a form of participatory democracy that move beyond simple majority rule and are 
used to resolve disputes and in victim/offender dialogue. An opening and closing ceremony sets 
the circle out as a space apart, a “talking piece” is handed around to manage the dialogue and a 
set of universal values expressed. Victims, offenders, family members, and - most significantly - 
community members are welcomed in the “circle”.   
 
Pranis is convinced that, while the victim has a right not to reconcile with the wrong-doer, the 
community must accept an offender on re-entry back into the neighbourhood.  “It is the 
community’s responsibility to reconcile with the one who has harmed because if they do not they 
set up the next victimization,” she says. 
 

Pranis told me that “forgiveness” was a word that was avoided for a long time in the RJ 

movement in Minnesota so as not to put victims off.  She too avoided using it until she started 

working with Native Americans: “Then I couldn’t avoid it any longer because they would say that 

every time you don’t forgive you put another pack of salt on your back.” 

 
Key Learning: 
 

 The topic of forgiveness needs to be treated delicately, but not shied away from as it bears some 
relevance to most people’s experiences. 

 
 

3.2 Dr Mark Umbreit 

 
Dr Umbreit is the Professor and the founding Director of the Center for Restorative Justice & 
Peacemaking at the University of Minnesota’s School of Social Work. Historically the victim’s 
movement has feared RJ because it diminishes their understanding of harm. It was for this reason 
that Mark Umbreit, whose work depended on building bridges with criminal justice organisations 
and RJ sceptics, for many years intentionally shied away from tackling the subject of forgiveness. 
Yet he says that from the very first victim-offender mediation he witnessed he was aware of some 
kind of energy changing in the room that left a space for forgiveness. As a result he came to the 
conclusion that “there is more energy of forgiveness in an RJ conference than in mosques, 
churches or synagogues.”  
 
Umbreit’s research, led by Dr. Marilyn Armour from the Institute for Restorative Justice and 
Restorative Dialogue (IRJRD) at the University of Texas, has been around the paradox of 
forgiveness in bilateral/dyadic settings. The paradox of forgiveness is that in an RJ setting the 

http://circle-space.org/?s=Kay+Pranis
http://www.cehd.umn.edu/ssw/RJP/default.asp
http://www.cehd.umn.edu/ssw/RJP/default.asp
http://www.utexas.edu/research/cswr/rji/index.html
http://www.utexas.edu/research/cswr/rji/index.html
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more you talk about forgiveness or encourage it the less safe people feel. On the other hand, the 
more you create the right climate and conditions, the more likely forgiveness is to happen.   
 
As Dr Armour later explained to me: “so much is in the body language. So much is done non-
verbally. We keep insisting on an explicit concept of forgiveness but that is fraught both religiously 
and politically. It’s too clouded. We need to redefine forgiveness. I’m interested when you see it in 
the body language, the facial expressions. If you say ‘do you forgive me?’ people back off.” 
Umbreit warns that because in recent times restorative justice has become “over interpreted” 
and “largely intellectualised”, words now get in the way of a deeper understanding of the model. 
 

Key Learnings: 
 

 Victims often assume that RJ requires forgiveness – although it doesn’t – and this has led to some 
unhelpful assumptions.  

 Forgiveness should never be an objective of RJ though it might well be an outcome. 

 Offenders generally desire forgiveness from victims because they yearn to be reinstated as moral 
citizens (relieved of guilt, shame) and believe if victims forgive them, they may be able to forgive 
themselves. 

 RJ should be about the offender expressing remorse but not about asking for anything in return, 
especially not forgiveness. 

 
 

3.3 Victim Assistance Restorative Justice Unit 

 
The Minnesota Department of Corrections is forward thinking and perhaps the only place in the 
world where Victim Services and Restorative Justice have merged to form one integrated 
department – the Victim Assistance Restorative Justice Unit. 
 
Historically the two services have not been obvious bedfellows with the question of retribution 
and the problematic expectation of forgiveness often getting in the way. Program director, Lydia 
Newlin agrees it is like a forced marriage but a remarkably successful one.  
 
Recognizing what Howard Zehr has emphasized – that victims have many needs (the chance to 
speak their feelings, experience justice, and have their self-esteem restored) – RJ in Minnesota is 
firmly victim focused and victim initiated. 98% of offenders in Minnesota get released back into 
the community and many victims know their perpetrators. “We want victims to have a voice 
during the incarceration process. Their last memory will likely be of the offender – with the defence 
attorney’s help – blaming, minimizing or denying and we need to rectify that balance,” says 
Newlin. 
 
Meeting with Chris Furlong at the Victim Assistance Restorative Justice Unit confirmed that what 
is happening in Minnesota is radical, most especially with the relatively new Minnesota (MN) 
CHOICE – the state’s Victim Information & Notification Management web-based source. This 
platform informs victims of everything to do with their offender(s), including release dates, name 
of offender manager, apology letter request, plus information about legal rights, safety etc. It also 
provides victim information to agents and enables victims to provide Re-Entry input-documents, 
as well as the opportunity to participate in RJ options. 
 
Apology letters are never sent directly to a victim and MN CHOICE allows a victim to determine 
not only whether they wish to receive the letter but also whether the offender is informed that 

http://www.minnesotachoice.com/
http://www.minnesotachoice.com/
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the victim has requested, received or read the letter. In other words the victim calls the tune at 
every stage. This is progressive and could well be a model for the rest of America. 
 
The Victim Assistance & Restorative Justice Unit also run a victim/offender dialogue program 
which is similarly always initiated by the victim.  A face-to-face meeting will not be considered if at 
the request of the offender and, as in almost all RJ initiatives, the offender must always admit 
harm done in order to be considered for such a dialogue.  
 
VOCARE is another pioneering program delivered by the unit, a project designed to bring crime 
victims, offenders and other community members together to address the causes and 
consequences of crime during an intensive weekend in correctional centres or in the community.  
A typical group might include 3-4 victims, 3-4 offenders and 3-4 community members. This is an 
alternative “circle” process focused on helping participants understand the causes and impact of 
crime, fostering a sense of balance in the criminal justice system, and providing an opportunity to 
take a step towards healing. Transformation takes place in these “circles” from hearing each 
other’s stories but it is not about achieving a predetermined outcome, such as forgiveness.   
 

Key Learnings: 
 

 Knowledge is power. Victims need opportunities to be notified about offenders as they progress 
through their sentence. 

 If offenders don’t hear how their crimes affect victims, nothing will change. Hearing the stories of 
victims can reform the heart. 

 The presence of community members (volunteers) in a circle process inside prisons can be the first 
step in restoring a prisoner’s relationship with society, and could be implemented in RESTORE and 
other victim empathy initiatives. 

 
 

3.4 Additional meetings 

 
  During my time in Minnesota I also met with:  

 
Michele Brailey, the program manager of the Seward Longfellow RJ Partnership – an organisation 
with a mission to involve the victim, offender, and community in solutions that promote healing, 
accountability, and reconciliation. As a way of dealing with neighbourhood crime, this is a 
successful community alternative to the juvenile courts. One conversation I will never forget was 
with Mary Johnson and Oshea Israel. Both are well known in the state of Minnesota for their 
extraordinary story of reconciliation and forgiveness. In 1993 Israel murdered Johnson’s son but 
many years later the two came face-to-face at a victim-offender dialogue in prison. Israel says of 
that meeting: “It really put me at ease the way she genuinely wanted to know about me. This was 
something completely new because when you’re in prison no one cares about who you are.” Since 
his release in 2010 he has worked with Johnson to help promote From Death to Life, an 
organization she founded with a radical mission of promoting peace by supporting families of 
victims alongside the families of those who have caused harm. 

 
 

 

4) HAWAII:  O’ahu 

Hawaii is one of the most isolated places in the world and its indigenous people – knowing that they 
could not run away from one another – have a rich history in learning to heal relationships.  Hawaiian 
traditional Ho’oponopono is a form of healing justice or family conference in which relationships are 

http://www.fromdeathtolife.us/home.html
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set right and hurt feelings alleviated through prayer, discussion, confession, repentance, and mutual 
restitution and forgiveness. The Ho’oponopono spirit imbues much of the conflict resolution and 
restorative practices currently being delivered in Hawaii.  
 
My time in Hawaii was hosted by one of America’s most passionate advocates of Restorative Justice – 
health educator, restorative lawyer, author and former deputy attorney general, Lorenn Walker. 
What Walker and I also have in common is a strong belief that solution-focussed Brief therapy 
seamlessly links to this work. Walker uses a public health approach to all her work and has adopted 
solution-focused practice because it is strengths-based and inspires offenders to look forward (goal 
orientated) rather than backwards (analysing the past).        
 
During my time in Honolulu I also met members of the Hawaii Forgiveness Project and shared with 
them the work of their UK namesake. This organisation is totally independent from the UK 
Forgiveness Project but we share some similar objectives. 
 
 

4.1 Women’s Community Correctional Centre ‘Solution Focused’ RJ program 

 
‘Restorative Justice as a Solution-Focused Approach to Conflict and Wrongdoing’ is a 12-session 
program at the Women’s Community Correctional Centre near Honolulu. This prison program has 
been designed by Lorenn Walker to help inmates learn self-control and take responsibility for 
their actions.  
 
The total 24 hours of training are scheduled as two-hour sessions one evening each week for 12 
weeks. The five main program components comprise:  
 
1. Experiential learning, e.g. compassionate listening 
2. Strength-based training  
3. The solution-focused approach 
4. Restorative justice 
5. Forgiveness as a learned skill  

 
The program’s title is a mouthful and the three groups who I met (high-security maximums, 
mediums and minimums) refer to it simply as the “solution focus” course. A strength-based 
approach means focusing on what is positive about the prisoner’s life: for instance, every session 
begins with asking each inmate to name something they feel grateful for since the group last met.  
 
Research shows that focusing on strengths rather than deficits generates more positive behaviour 
and is a better way to help someone desist from crime than over-emphasising risks and faults. As 
Shadd Maruna states in Understanding Desistance from Crime7: “Staff who have low expectations 
of offenders can create self-fulfilling prophecies which encourage recidivism.”  
 
A solution-focused approach, as opposed to a problem-solving approach, encourages people to 
imagine what they want and how they will behave and feel when they experience their desired 
outcome (preferred future). Instead of focusing on what is wrong, and how terrible it is, it asks 
people what they specifically want and asks them to remember what has worked in the past (the 
exception to the rule). The model asserts that small increments of change lead to large increments 
of change and that people are able to find their own answers and solutions (you are the ‘expert’ in 
your life).   

                                                             
7 http://www.safeground.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Desistance-Fact-Sheet.pdf 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Forgiveness
http://www.brief.org.uk/
http://www.hawaiiforgivenessproject.org/
http://www.safeground.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Desistance-Fact-Sheet.pdf
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It is a well evidenced methodology that recognises the corrosive power of regret and provides an 
opportunity for people to think in terms of aspiration. Dr David Rock, co-founder of the 
NeuroLeadership Institute, identifies this paradigm stating that the more we focus on a problem, 
the more ingrained we make it. 
 
Homework is always given by Walker and her co-facilitator, and for the Forgiveness session that I 
attended each of the women had prepared a presentation based on a chapter from Dr Fred 
Luskin’s book ‘Forgive for Good’.8 The discussion was highly energised. Everyone had a view. One 
woman concluded: “I have to forgive myself for the sake of my children and for the sake of my 
parents because if I don’t they will be burdened by my guilt.” Another confessed that she had 
thrown the book at the wall “not ready to deal with my stuff yet.” And yet another praised the 
course saying: “It’s given me the opportunity to challenge the thinking that has been my downfall. 
Hopefully I’ll make better choices now.” 
 
Each inmate also receives a paperback copy of Man’s Search for Meaning, by Viktor Frankl. The 
book is based on Frankl’s experience in a Nazi concentration camp – the ultimate incarceration - 
and is used to discuss resiliency. 
 

Key Learnings: 
 

 When individuals are provided with opportunities for personal development (focusing on individual 

goals, positive motivation, working in group settings and using experiential, activity-based 

exercises) they will demonstrate a capacity for learning new skills and new ways of thinking. 

 In order to avoid too much focus on mistakes and traumas of the past, a solution focused approach 

should be implemented across RESTORE delivery, especially for the life-lines (Day 2 of the workshop 

when offenders map out and share their own personal narratives) . 

 

CASE STUDY 

 Martha (23) has been in and out of corrections for four years. Her last charge was “possession 
of crystal meth”. She is a recent recruit to the ‘RJ as a Solution-Focused Approach’ program.  

 
Martha’s Story: “I was living with my Grandma…I was 16…and stealing from her purse to buy drugs as 
she slept at night. She must have suspected because one day she laid a trap for me. The purse wasn’t 
where it had been and as I was searching, she woke and caught me. The next morning she told me to 
leave the house. I had nowhere to go and ended up on the streets until eventually an aunt took me in. 
But this aunt smokes crystal meth too – just like my mom and two other aunts. Only my sister and my 
Gran don’t. I felt so bad about stealing from my Grandma that I eventually tried to sort myself out. My 
Grandma is the only person who has ever cared for me – in the end she said I could come back and live 
with her but only if I didn’t smoke ever again. I promised I wouldn’t. She helped me so much. I asked 
her to forgive me. She said: “I forgive you but I can’t trust you.” That hurt but she was right because 
before long I was back smoking crystal meth again and since then have been in and out of prison. This 
solution focus course is the first time I’ve felt hope that I can change and get out of this mess. I really 
want to.” 
 
 
 

                                                             
8 Luskin, Dr Fred. Forgive For Good. Harper Collins (2002) 

http://www.davidrock.net/about/index.shtml
http://www.neuroleadership.org/index.shtml
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4.2 Annual Parole Completion Celebration: Celebrating the hard work of those completing parole 
and the people who helped them. 

 
One of the most impressive events I witnessed during my time in North America was a ceremony 
at Honolulu’s Supreme Court for parolees and their families. In front of judges, attorneys and 
community leaders, former prisoners, supported by their friends and families, are welcomed back 
into the community having completed parole through a ritual circle process.  
 
This is an outstanding example of the kind of community restorative process Kay Pranis in 
Minneapolis had talked about when she told me: “It is the community’s responsibility to reconcile 
with the one who has harmed because if they do not they set up the next victimization.” In what 
amounts to a powerful rite of passage, labels are metaphorically torn up with parolees now 
recognised as law-abiding citizens. This circle re-entry ceremony preceded by traditional music 
and the offering of food and drink is an important step towards creating a society of restoration 
and solidarity where all can live in good relation with the other.     
 
The importance of “reintegration” or “transformation” ceremonies for rehabilitation and human 
development is well documented and the program is based on theories from social scientist, John 
Braithwaite, and criminologist Shadd Maruna, about the power of rituals for restoring 
relationships post-incarceration.9  
 
With evidence showing that people who feel connected to communities care more about others 
and are less likely to commit crimes, this Parole Completion Celebration is an imaginative and 
progressive way of assisting reintegration and breaking the cycle of crime and punishment. 

 
Key Learnings: 

 

 Acknowledgement of the end of time served, not just from community workers but from prison 
staff and legal representatives, demonstrates humanity in the criminal justice system. 

 Such rituals could be implemented in smaller ways in prison/probation settings through RESTORE. 
 
 

4.3 Huikahi Reentry Circles 

 
I witnessed two Huikahi Reentry Circles during a 2-day Facilitator training for this practice that I 
took part in whilst in Honolulu. Reentry Circles are a voluntary transition planning process 
provided primarily for those leaving incarceration but sometimes even for prisoners with no 
release date in sight. The idea is to bring the incarcerated adult into a facilitated meeting with his 
or her loved ones and a prison/probation representative. The incarcerated person is invited to 
take the lead in the planning. The purpose is to give the offender an opportunity to be 
accountable by acknowledging the harm caused to loved ones, determining goals, identifying 
strengths and start considering how to prepare for living on the outside. Victims (unless family 
members) do not participate but every effort is made to address how offenders can address the 
needs of their victims as well as the needs of the community.  
 

                                                             
9  - Braithwaite J. Crime, Shame and reintegration. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University  
Press, 1989.                     
  - Maruna, S. Reentry as a rite of passage, Punishment & Society 2011, 13(1): 3-28. 
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In Hawaii the word Huikahi has significance since hui means group and haki means individual. For 
the purposes of this process therefore the individual and the group come together to share 
stories and formulate a mutual agreement. 
 
This circle process for re-entry was developed and adapted by Lorenn Walker and therefore, not 
surprisingly, includes a solution-focused brief therapy dynamic, encompassing the belief that it is 
more effective to look for ways to build on existing strengths than to look for weaknesses and 
deficits and attempt to correct them. The model therefore focuses on helping the offender repeat 
positive and successful behaviour rather than retrace the past and analyse negative behaviour.  
 
Walker knows that by discussing values inmates relate it to how they’d like to show up in the 
world as their ”best self” – and the questions asked are a signpost to the offenders’ personal 
strengths and goals. Questions such as, “What were the exceptions?” “When was it you didn’t 
procrastinate?” “When was it you didn’t go crazy?”  
 
Often it’s agreed that the incarcerated person will prepare a written apology to other victims not 
present at the Circle. Walker has modified this over the years.  “At first people thought writing an 
apology letter meant ‘will you forgive me’ – so we included another important element and called 
it the apology and gratitude letter. That worked.”   
 
Using Dr Martin Seligman’s work, Walker and her colleague Dr Ben Furman from Finland have 
developed www.apologyletter.com to help the process. Although easily muddled in the offender’s 
mind, apology and forgiveness are two very different things, and the message to inmates is 
“Forgiveness is a gift and you don’t ask for gifts.” 

 
Key Learnings: 

 

 Hearing stories from loved ones can be a particularly powerful learning experience.  Note, Maruna10 
has said: “to successfully maintain abstinence from crime, ex-offenders need to make sense of their 
lives. This sense-making commonly takes the form of a life story or self-narrative.”  

 Allowing the incarcerated to take the lead in the re-entry process, compared to being the subject of 
a case plan prepared by professionals, results in increased self-efficacy and learning. 

 Ordering people to write apologies doesn’t work. 
 
 

 
 

5) TEXAS:  Houston, Austin, San Antonio 

My last stop was in the second largest US state of Texas (26 million people). Texas is a place of 
contradictions – the cradle of capital punishment and yet the first state in the US to provide Victim-
Offender dialogue for violent crimes at government level. And that’s not the only contradiction – 
despite all the guns, overflowing prisons and frequent executions, Texas still has one of the highest 
crime rates in the country.  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                             
10 http://www.safeground.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Desistance-Fact-Sheet.pdf 

http://www.apologyletter.com/
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5.1 Rev. Richard Lopez, John Sage and Bridges to Life 

 
In June 2013 Texas marked a solemn moment in criminal justice history when it executed its 
500th inmate since resuming capital punishment in 1982. It seemed an auspicious time to meet 
with Rev Richard Lopez who for 25 years used to administer to the incarcerated on death row and 
witnessed nearly a hundred executions. He went on to create support systems for the families 
who came to witness their loved one’s last moments. Observing how devastated the mothers 
were as they watched their adult children move rapidly from a state of relative health to sudden 
death, he devised a radical system whereby family members could immediately after the 
execution visit the funeral home to say their good-byes in private. 
 
Whilst working at the infamous Huntsville Unit, Rev. Lopez decided to extend his services to the 
families of victims. For a man of God so deeply committed to the healing power of forgiveness, he 
found this ministry the hardest of his life. “Only one in ten could hear the word forgiveness. It was 
too difficult and I had to give up,” he admits, describing how families of the murdered would 
often arrive at the execution cheering.  
 
Nowadays, however, Rev Lopez prefers to help out his friend John Sage, whose sister was brutally 
murdered in 1993 and who in 1998 founded the remarkably successful ‘Bridges to Life’ 
rehabilitation program which operates in 33 Texas prisons plus several juvenile and transitional 
housing facilities.  
 
John Sage, like so many victims of crime I’ve met, has sought to make meaning out of his sister’s 
murder by taking the conscious step to look beyond his own grief to help others. A man with a 
deep commitment to his Christian faith, Sage was inspired to create his own faith-based victim 
impact intervention having initially volunteered with ‘Prison Fellowship’s Sycamore Tree’ 
program.   
 
During my time in Texas I attended three different Bridges to Life (BTL) evening sessions in three 
separate secure facilities. The program is delivered by volunteers, many of whom are victims of 
crime themselves. It serves more than 3,000 offenders per year and takes crime victims into 
prisons to work directly with offenders. Similar to The Forgiveness Project’s RESTORE, it can be a 
life-changing experience for both groups. As Sage says: “the healing we do here is as much for the 
victims as for the inmates.”    
 
The purpose of this program is to help offenders deal with “conflict and troubled relationships 
with others” and also strive for “internal peace and personal reconciliation”, and the evidence is 
impressive. BTL has contributed to a decrease in recidivism in Texas. One study involved a large, 
diversified sample group of 1,693 inmates who participated in BTL in 17 different prisons and 
were released between 2005-09. The recidivism rate for this group was measured at 18%, while 
nationwide these rates are reported to have remained largely stable since the mid-1990’s, varying 
between 38% and 40%. 
 
The program is for all faiths and none but in Texas, which is at the heart of the Bible belt, the vast 
majority of the men I met were committed Christians who responded well to the course 
objectives of “learning a process of confession, repentance, forgiveness, reconciliation and 
restitution.”  
 
BTL guidelines specifically warn inmates and volunteers that the purpose of the course is not to 
“convert participants to a particular view of religion” and Sage points out that the program is 

http://www.bridgestolife.org/
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ecumenical, embracing spirituality in the deepest sense of belonging and inclusiveness rather 
than any particular dogma. 
 
BTL runs for one evening a week over 14 weeks. It is delivered entirely by volunteers with each 
program breaking into several small groups made up of around 8-10 inmates led by 1-3 
volunteers. Each session involves circle discussions, story-sharing and homework assignments. 
Following is the course outline: 
 
Week 1 - 2: Orientation and Getting Started. 
Week 3:  Crime and Conflict: focusing on ‘guilt’, ‘shame’ and ‘respect’. 
Week 4:  Faith: focuses on inmates’ relationship with God, supported by readings from the 

Bible 
Week 5:  Stories: looks at the power of sharing personal stories with guidance for inmates to 

write their own personal narrative. 
Week 6:  Responsibility: presents the understanding that inmates are responsible for the 

consequences of their actions.  
Week 7:  Accountability: having looked at what they are responsible for, inmates are now asked 

to explore when, to whom, and how they should answer for their actions. 
Week 8:  Confession: encourages inmates to explore how they can change to a better life 

beginning with confessing their wrongs. 
Week 9:  Repentance: offers a process for changing your life to become a new and better 

person. 
Week 10:  Forgiveness: explores the healing power of forgiving others and being forgiven, with a 

homework assignment of writing an apology letter to your victim (which isn’t sent) 
emphasizing such points as “I am repentant and I will…” and “I ask for your 
forgiveness”.  

Week 11:  Reconciliation: guides inmates to reconcile with family members and others. 
Week 12:  Restitution: focuses mostly on the future and what can be done to make amends for 

past behaviour.  
Week 13:  The Journey: looks back over the experience of the past 12 weeks.    
Week 14:  The program culminates in a Graduation ceremony with all groups coming together 

to receive certificates, give feedback to volunteers and acknowledge progress made. 
 
I was impressed by the sheer potency of this program. It is bigger than any victim empathy 
program in the UK and supported by an army of volunteers who travel hundreds of miles a year, 
devoting many evenings a month. In 2013 approximately 400 volunteers contributed over 36,000 
hours to the program. The BTL curriculum has been used in ten other states and four other 
countries. 
 
Whilst I felt BTL must surely be best suited to practising Christians since the content has a strong 
Christian focus and most of the volunteers were themselves devout and enthusiastic believers, 
Sage assured me that there were plenty of cases of non-Christians having been healed and helped 
by the program. 
 

Key Learnings: 
 

 Offenders respond positively to programs which inspire hope and motivation (key elements in the 
desistance journey) and most especially when they offer the possibility of redemption.  

 Self-healing starts with accountability and accountability grows out of responsibility  

 - acknowledging the pain and suffering of your victims.  Victim Empathy interventions in the UK 
could include some teaching around the difference between responsibility and accountability. 
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5.2 Victim Services Division  

 
In the Victim Services Division at the Texas Department of Criminal Justice, Bridges To Life is not a 
course that is supported for the only reason that – despite the fact that so many victims facilitate 
the program – it is not considered to be victim led.  
 
Victim services in Texas, as in Minnesota, are entirely victim focussed and significant resources 
are spent on their Victim Offender Mediation/Dialogue program (RJ conferencing). This will only 
take place if requested by the victim and upon approval and preparation by the Victim Services 
office.  
 
The department has noticed a change in their client group in recent years. RJ had previously 
mainly been used for homicide survivors, but now the demand is increasingly coming from 
survivors of sexual abuse – an area considered more problematic but still suitable for RJ in Texas. 
This is one significant difference to RJ policy in the UK where the Ministry of Justice has stated: 
“RJ should not be targeted at domestic violence offenders, and only in exceptional circumstances 
sexual offenders.” (NOMS Commissioning Intentions 2013-14) 
 
One-third of victim-initiated inquiries result in a mediation, and emphasis is put on managing 
expectations. Staff recognise that mediations are empowering and validating but victims are 
warned not to expect mediations to be life-changing events.  
 
Angie McCown, Director of the Victim Services Division, is wary of victims and volunteers going 
into the state’s penal institutions with a mission to “save” offenders without holding them 
accountable and therefore there are plans afoot to screen the Department of Justice chaplains 
and train volunteers in criminogenic thinking. Again, contrary to what is happening in the UK, RJ in 
Texas is almost entirely used for serious crimes rather than for minor crimes as part of a 
diversionary scheme – perhaps surprising since the bulk of the evidence for RJ lies with more 
minor crimes.  

 
Key Learning: 
 

 In the past victims have felt betrayed by the offender orientation of restorative justice. Even when 
"victim involvement" and "victim-centred" approaches are adopted, victim advocacy and victim-
offender mediation often do not easily coexist. Yet for justice to be truly restorative, both services 
must work together. 

 

5.3 Defence-Initiated Victim Outreach 

 
My time in Austin was hosted by Marilyn Armour, a Professor at the University of Texas School of 
Social Work, and Director of the Institute for Restorative Justice and Restorative Dialogue (IRJRD). 
In addition, Dr Armour is the director of Defence-Initiated Victim Outreach (DIVO), a state-wide 
program that provides a bridge between victims/survivors and defence team lawyers in capital 
(death penalty) cases.  
 
In the state of Texas all victims of capital cases get the opportunity for DIVO of which a notable 
54% take up the offer. This is a radical departure from the customary divisions directed by the 
criminal justice system where both sides usually only meet on the battlefield. Dr Amour is an 
enthusiastic advocate of a system that provides victims with answers from the very people who 
usually withhold information from them – the defence lawyers. Despite legislative efforts to shut 
down this service, she points to the fact that “even though victim advocates are more committed 

http://www.utexas.edu/research/cswr/rji/index.html
http://www.utexas.edu/research/cswr/rji/divo/training.html
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to getting a conviction than the prosecutor, they are the ones most passionate about DIVO – for 
the simple reason that it provides them with answers.” 
 
I am particularly fascinated by Armour’s work in an entirely different area – that of “meaning 
making”.11 Her research has shown that in complicated bereavement (through homicide and 
violent death where persistent death imagery and a shattered world view are common) the core 
issue for survivors is meaning making. Evidence has shown that where homicide survivors are less 
able to make meaning, the more problematic the bereavement becomes.   
 
According to Armour, “meaning making” is defined as “making sense out of” and “finding 
significance and benefit in” what happened. The question is, how can someone who has lost a 
loved one through murder find benefit in something so horrific? Armour goes on to explain that 
this isn’t about making sense out of murder but rather about “the intense pursuit of what 
matters”. In other words when survivors pursue what matters to them (and the survivors she has 
interviewed are intently pursuing a variety of things) they find meaning in their life again and are 
acting in congruence with the things they now feel are important to them.   
 
The bi-product of an intense pursuit of what matters is that people start to develop new coping 
skills and create new ways of belonging to society. According to Armour: “people accept the 
meaning making framework because it is much more relevant than the Forgiveness framework to 
them.” 

 
Key Learnings: 
 

 Victim/offender dialogue (RJ) is a meaning-making process. Victims pursue what they want to say 
and what they want to know. The making of meaning thus shifts the perspective. 

 The intense pursuit of “what matters” should be encouraged in work with offenders as well as 
victims as way of restoring broken lives. 

 

5.4 Mission Possible: ManAlive 

 
One of the most unusual, inspiring and ground-breaking interventions I have ever witnessed runs 
at the community organisation Mission Possible in Austin Texas. ManAlive is a peer driven 52-
week violence prevention program that started in San Francisco in the early 1980s as a domestic 
violence intervention. 
 
Dr Armour who has evaluated the program in Texas is a strong advocate claiming ManAlive is 
unique in being a complete system of accountability: “I believe accountability is fiercely healing if 
done right,” she says, “and I don’t know another model that is so carefully worked out, so rigorous 
or so effective. In the end it positions these men differently in the world.” 
 
The program is for men who are court-ordered to attend. It is open to those of all faiths and none 
and is entirely peer directed. Groups are open ended, with a rotating-entry, but all must attend 
for 52 weeks and all newcomers to the group must agree with their peers that they violated 
themselves and their victims and that they are willing to stop.  
 

                                                             
11 Armour, Marilyn. (2003). Meaning Making in the aftermath of Homicide. Death Studies, Taylor and Francis 
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ManAlive’s founder Hamish Sinclair has written of the program that it: “substitutes a social and 
political analysis of violence for the commonly used mental health individual aberration theory of 
dysfunction. In short, we understand the system of male-role superiority to be the aberration at 
the root of domestic violence.” (Sinclair, 2012)12 
 
The violent self or manly image is referred to as the Hitman and is given a name and an identity so 
that when it comes to the fore again men learn to distinguish this role from the authentic self and 
eventually learn to give up the Hitman.  
 
Fatal peril is another term used for those trigger moments that can lead swiftly to violence – a 
moment of shock when a man fears that his male-role authority has been challenged. The loss of 
this expected authority seems fatal. Participants learn to identify their fatal peril – and let it fade.    
 
A graduate of the program explained to me “the action of violence always stems from pain or 
shame which is why men lash out. This is why we have to deal with the pain. We get violent 
because we don’t know how to express our feelings. In the group violence is disentangled, 
everything is spoken rather than concealed and participants are questioned by their peers over 
and over. Other programs teach you that if we encounter violence we should walk away and act as 
if it doesn’t affect us. But then it gets buried. So at each ManAlive session we ask ‘who had a fatal 
peril this week – and what did it take to let it fade?’ Like this I’ve watched many disconnect from 
their Hitman.” 
 
I witnessed a new member explain how he had joined ManAlive because he had tried to throttle 
his girlfriend. Afterwards the other men in the group supported him in the telling of his story, 
mapping it out with words and symbols on a flipchart board. I felt a little awkward being a woman 
in the midst of such an intimate and empathic men’s group. However, I was assured that these 
men needed to be accountable to the wider community and so allowing people like myself into 
the group to witness these men’s journeys of change was an important part of the process. “We 
have a lot of cynics who don’t believe that men who have committed domestic violence address 
their violence and so observing it cuts through that,” one of them told me 

 
Key Learning: 
 

 Sharing personal narratives in a safe space with peers builds empathy. 
 
 

 
4. Best Practices and Recommendations 

 

 
Story-telling: The best of the programs I witnessed were built on the principle that restorative story-
telling repairs individuals as well as communities. By sharing our own meaningful stories people can 
see themselves in each other and build empathy. Personal narrative sharing is about connection and 
collaboration; it allows people to overcome differences and defences, and is deeply healing. Through 
imagination, individuals tap into creativity which is the foundation of innovation, self-discovery and 
change. In rehabilitation work in the UK therefore, more emphasis could be put on personal narrative 
work as a pathway to engaging the right brain, triggering the imagination and creating positive self-

                                                             
12 Sinclair, H. (2012). Manhood and Violence. Retrieved from http://www.tikkun.org/nextgen/manhood-and-

violence 

 

http://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/creativity
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identity. Since the purpose of personal narrative is self-reflection and to make sense of one’s own life, 
it is a surprisingly underused tool. 
 
Community: In terms of community I saw the value of involving the local community in the Criminal 
Justice process, most especially at the Parole Completion Ceremony held in Honolulu but also in the 
Bridges to Life courses in Texas run by volunteers. I have always known the value of having volunteers 
witness The Forgiveness Project’s RESTORE program and therefore am now considering whether all of 
our courses in the future should invite a member of the community to take part in the sessions and 
exercises alongside the participants. 
 
Collaboration: I was impressed by the Minnesota Department of Corrections where Victim Services 
and the Restorative Justice unit were working so closely together, and noticed a real focus on victim-
initiated RJ there and in most places I visited. However, I was reminded again and again that 
forgiveness is very problematic when considering RJ despite its spiritual roots. What is problematic is 
when advocates, experts, and volunteers in the RJ field expect victims to forgive, or even worse urge 
them to do so. This should never happen. If forgiveness is an obligation it easily becomes a tyranny. 
 
Restorative Justice: I was reminded that in a restorative process where offenders face their victims, 
they also face themselves and their shame. But this is not about stigmatising shame, but rather about 
reintegrative shame which allows offenders to acknowledge wrongdoing and then offers ways to 
reframe and rebuild their lives. The best of the interventions I witnessed (none of which involved 
offenders facing their own victims but all of which included victim-empathy work and preparatory 
restorative justice) focused on enhancing empathy and compassion, not just through offenders being 
exposed to victims’ stories but through providing a safe space for sharing personal narratives. In some 
states I visited, the system for rolling out RJ appeared far in advance to the system in the UK where 
the theory, practise, training and delivery of RJ seems to be developing in a fairly piecemeal fashion. I 
was struck also that, unlike in the UK, in many places in the US and Canada RJ is used successfully with 
domestic violence.    
 
Context: I am indebted to Lisa Rea in California for enlightening me on the history and context of 
restorative justice in the United States. Lisa is an expert in RJ with 15 years of experience on the state, 
national and international level. She is also the founder and President of Restorative Justice 
International, a global network and association dedicated to victims-driven restorative justice. Her 
prime focus is on bringing RJ into the public policy debate. Meeting with Lisa at the end of my trip 
shed further light onto the national context of restorative justice, and helped crystallize many of my 
views.  
 
Best Practice: Lastly the WCMT fellowship has been a useful validation of some best practice already 
used by The Forgiveness Project but it has also been an invaluable introduction to some best practice 
I was not aware of and have therefore been incorporating into the development and delivery of the 
RESTORE model as and where appropriate. For instance we now begin a check-in session with the 
question: “What is one thing that you are grateful for?”  In addition, inspired by the Solution Focus 
model we have started to include within the self-narrative section of the program an exercise where 
offenders are invited to think of examples in their life stories where they have demonstrated strength, 
courage and kindness. 
 
Finally, I intend to be proactive in keeping in contact with the different organisations I visited during 
my Fellowship and the many individuals who assisted me in my research. 
 
 
 

http://www.restorativejusticeinternational.com/
http://www.restorativejusticeinternational.com/
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5. Dissemination 

 

 

Social Media 

During my Fellowship I made every effort to report on my experience and learnings via my twitter 

account - @ForgivenessProj (2839 followers) and The Forgiveness Project Facebook group - 

Facebook.com/groups/theforgivenessproject/  (3887 members). 

 

Coverage 

I also published two articles in the Huffington Post whilst travelling: 

 The Legacy of Canada’s ‘Cultural Genocide’ (18/11/13) 

 From Death Row to Restorative Justice (29/11/13) 

And since my return I have been commissioned to write a 1,950 word article for Police Professional 
Journal, a weekly publication for senior police staff in the UK. 

Word of Mouth 
Having already announced my travel plans and fellowship to an audience of 750 people at The 
Forgiveness Project annual lecture in October 2013, in the months after returning I went on to 
present my findings to a number of groups including the charity’s trustees, RESTORE facilitators and 
an event for our funders and supporters. I will continue to incorporate elements of my findings and 
best practices in every talk, seminar and workshop I deliver. 
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