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“ VICTIMS COULD 
GIVE THEIR 
FORGIVENESS TO 
GET PAST WHAT 
HAPPENED.” 

 (YOUNG PERSON)

This is a report about Restorative Justice, but what is that?

Restorative Justice is about dealing with harm. It is a process that involves a person who has been 
harmed and the person who has caused them harm being able to talk (either in person, through letters  
or recorded messages) about what happened. This process gives everyone a chance to listen,  
ask questions, offer answers, and to agree what can be done to help everyone move on with their lives 
and avoid further harm. They do this with a person who is trained in Restorative Justice, called a facilitator. 
The facilitator’s job is to make sure Restorative Justice is safe and as easy as possible to take part in. 
Before Restorative Justice happens, the facilitator works separately with the person harmed and the 
person responsible to ensure that everyone understands what happens in Restorative Justice and  
makes sure they want to take part. The facilitator does not take sides, will treat everyone with respect  
and makes sure everyone gets a say.

In different parts of the world people use Restorative Justice as a way to avoid children and young  
people ending up in Court, or maybe getting a criminal conviction that stays on their record.

Restorative Justice is sometimes used in schools where someone has been harmed by the behaviour  
of another person. It can be used in the community too, when someone has harmed another person.  
We will discuss more about what we mean by ‘harm’ soon.

1. INTRODUCTION
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Restorative Justice is something that the Scottish 
Government want more people to be able to 
access, if they have been harmed or have caused 
harm to someone else. They have a plan to do this 
by 2023. The Government wanted to know what 
children think about Restorative Justice to help 
them decide how Restorative Justice can be best 
used with children and young people. 

The Children and Young People’s Centre for Justice 
(known as CYCJ) works to improve how children 
and young people experience the youth justice 
system. The Government asked CYCJ to work  
with secondary school pupils to find out what they 
think about Restorative Justice. 

This report is a summary of what children  
and young people told us.  

Who took part in this research about 
Restorative Justice, and what did they do?
146 pupils aged 12 to 18 took part. Most were in 
S3, so were 13 or 14 years old. The young people 
went to four different schools across Scotland. 
The young people took part in lessons that were 
run by their teachers, using discussion packs sent 
by CYCJ. The lessons gave information and then 
asked young people what they thought. 

The lessons had different themes:

•  Lesson 1 was called Harm Scenarios.  
Pupils were given worksheets that listed different 
situations where harm might have taken place. 
It helped young people think about what we 
mean when we say someone has been harmed, 
or caused harm, and what might make some 
behaviours harmful.

•  Lesson 2 was called Restorative Scenarios. 
Young people watched a short video about  
what Restorative Justice is and talked about 
what kind of harm could be resolved by using 
Restorative Justice. 

•  Lesson 3 was called Key Messages.  
Young people talked about concerns and  
worries they have about Restorative Justice 
and then what could be done to make sure 
Restorative Justice works for everyone involved.

2. THIS REPORT 

To understand Restorative Justice you have to 
understand the kinds of situations where harm 
might be caused. In the list below are some of the 
situations that young people were given to consider 
in their discussions. Pupils were asked to decide 
if harm had been caused and if so, what the harm 
was and who had been harmed. 

In these situations in this list, all or nearly all the 
young people thought that harm was being done, 
the most serious harm is at the top:

•  Olivia threatens a person with a knife  
and steals their phone.

•  Abdul shares a nude picture of his girlfriend  
with his pals on WhatsApp. 

•  Mark loudly makes racist comments to Amina  
on the school bus.

•  Abbie deliberately trips Zoe up and Zoe hurts  
her knee.

•  Beth steals a phone of a person sitting on  
a bench when they aren’t looking.

•  Alex shows his friends a nude picture of  
his girlfriend that he has on his phone.

Then, in all these other situations in this list,  
the majority of pupils (more than two-thirds) also 
thought that harm had been caused. The situations 
at the end of the list are where young people 
thought the least harm had happened.

•  Lena steals a bar of chocolate from a local  
small shop.

•  Ashmi steals £500 worth of electronics  
from Tesco.

•  Ben accidentally trips Owen and Owen breaks  
his arm.

•  Dan accidentally trips Aisha and she cuts  
her knee.

•  Leo quietly calls Daisy a mean name on  
the school bus.

• The local playground equipment is smashed up.

• Sophia falls in the playground and cuts her knee.

• Caleb steals a bar of chocolate from Tesco.

• The local playground equipment is graffitied.

3. TALKING ABOUT HARM
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When they were talking about harm pupils said 
these things were important:

When someone does something that harms 
an actual person then it’s easy to see the 
harm done. If one person experiences physical, 
emotional or financial harm it is easier to see  
that harm has been caused. Physical harm  
is the easiest to recognise, but emotional harm, 
such as when someone is left feeling hurt or 
abused, is also something that is harm. Even when 
a person is not physically hurt by someone, if they 
have things stolen this can leave them feeling 
upset. Other feelings that a person can be left  
with include being frightened or anxious, and all 
these things do harm.

But harm can also be done even when there 
isn’t a person directly involved. Young people 
thought that things like vandalism or stealing from 
a shop can do harm. But most people felt that 
when there is an actual person who experiences 
something like theft or violence then that’s when 
most harm is done.

Harm can leave a lasting impact on the 
person who has been harmed. For example if 
someone shares a private image or breaks a trust, 

then someone can feel embarrassed or ashamed  
or frightened about what might happen next.  
These kind of feelings can last a long time. 

When harm is done it can affect people around  
you. This means that if a person is hurt physically 
or emotionally then the people that love and care 
for them also feel the harm. If you are a witness  
to harm then this can also affect you.

The person who does the harm can themselves 
end up being harmed. This would happen when 
the person ends up in trouble or gets caught for 
breaking the law. Young people thought this  
can risk your future prospects or even get you  
a criminal record.

It is important to think about whether the person 
meant to do harm. Young people said that when 
someone means to do harm then that is worse  
than when they didn’t actually mean it, maybe it 
was an accident or they did it without thinking it 
through properly. But if someone causes a lot of 
harm then young people were less understanding 
about it and thought there should be consequences 
even if the person did not mean to cause harm. 

After talking about what harm can be done by a 
person, young people were asked to talk about 
when it would be okay or helpful to use Restorative 
Justice to help people understand the harm done, 
and help people recover from the harm. 

Like before, young people were given different 
situations where harm might have occurred.  
They were asked to decide which situations  
might be most suitable for Restorative Justice. 

More than half the young people thought 
Restorative Justice would a good approach  
in these situations:

•  Mike stabs a man in a fight. The man, who was 
married with two children, later dies. 

•  Sarah lives in a children’s residential home.  
She is upset after an argument with her carers 
and smashes a window.

•  Ying is being bullied by some older girls at 
school. They call her names and make fun of her. 
Recently they stole her phone and have been 
encouraging others to push and hit her. 

•  Sarah is upset after an argument with her  
parents and she smashes a window at home.

•  Jakub and Ryan and normally good friends but 
they have fallen out. They get into a fight. Ryan is 
pushed, falls over and bangs his head. He has to 
spend a week in hospital but is okay in the end.

Less than half the young people thought 
Restorative Justice would a good approach  
in these situations:

•  Jack is caught in possession of £40  
of illegal drugs 

•  Harris graffities the walls of his local  
primary school

•  Sophie recently passed her driving test.  
She is caught speeding at 50mph in a 20mph 
zone outside the local primary school.

•  Ying is being bullied by some older girls at school. 
They call her names and make fun of her and 
have been encouraging others to ignore her. 

• Harris graffities the walls of his local Tesco.

•  Jakub and Ryan and normally good friends  
but they have fallen out. They get into a fight. 
They both end up with a few bruises but neither  
is seriously hurt.

•  Tia borrows her sister’s jacket without asking.  
She stains it by spilling a drink.

When they were talking about using Restorative 
Justice young people thought about these things:

Restorative Justice can be used for serious 
crimes. In fact, if a person has caused serious 
harm they have a responsibility to the person 
harmed to take part in Restorative Justice. 
In the list of examples above, 80% of pupils said 
murder was suitable for Restorative Justice, more 
than for any of the other situations. Pupils thought 
that the person who had killed a man owed it to 
the man’s family to explain himself and his actions.  
Pupils thought that other consequences might 
be needed (such as prison) but that Restorative 
Justice could be used as well. A small number 
of pupils thought that murder was too serious for 
Restorative Justice. 

4. IN WHAT SITUATIONS SHOULD PEOPLE USE 
RESTORATIVE JUSTICE?
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Restorative Justice can have benefits for both 
the person who caused harm and the person 
who was harmed. Pupils thought that there were 
benefits to the person harmed in taking part in 
Restorative Justice, such as having their questions 
answered, or getting closure. Pupils could also 
think of positives for the person who had caused 
harm, such as having the chance to explain or 
apologise. Some pupils thought that Restorative 
Justice might help someone understand the harm 
they had caused which might help them to change 
their ways and stop causing harm. 

Restorative Justice can be used to understand 
someone’s behaviour and get them the help 
they need. When someone had issues, such as 
anger or addiction, that might have caused the 
harmful behaviour, pupils thought that Restorative 
Justice would be useful to find out the reasons 
behind the behaviour, and to get the person the 
help that they needed. This meant that when 
pupils thought that there was no need for the 
behaviour, or where there was not a reason 
behind it, then there would be no point in using 
Restorative Justice. 

There is no need to use Restorative Justice 
if people can easily sort the situation out 
themselves. Pupils thought there was not really 
any point in using Restorative Justice for minor 
situations, usually because the situation could  
be easily sorted out without any outside help. 
For example, when Tia damaged her sister’s  
jacket, pupils thought the best solution would 
be simply for Tia to buy her sister a new jacket. 
Sometimes, though, pupils felt that Restorative 
Justice could be used to help mend friendships 
when there had been a falling out, it did not just 
need to be used in a crime situation.

In their conversations young people thought about 
some of the concerns or worries they have about 
using Restorative Justice. 

Restorative Justice might make both the person 
harmed and the person who causes harm more 
upset. Young people were mostly worried that  
the person who had been harmed would find  
talking about the harm upsetting and feel worse, 
especially if it turned out that the person who  
had harmed was not sorry or was aggressive.  

But some pupils thought the person who had 
caused harm could also be at risk if the other 
person was still very angry about the situation.  

If Restorative Justice felt awkward or uncomfortable 
it could do more harm. Young people worried that 
Restorative Justice might feel forced and could be 
embarrassing. Pupils felt that it was very important 
that both sides were prepared for what would 
happen and that the adults in charge had the  
skills to make it work. 

5. CONCERNS OR WORRIES ABOUT USING 
RESTORATIVE JUSTICE



“ YOU ARE ABLE 
TO HEAR BOTH 
SIDES OF 
THE STORY.” 

 (YOUNG PERSON)
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Thinking about the concerns and worries they  
have, young people came up with things that need 
to be done to make sure Restorative Justice works 
for everyone.

You need to make sure everyone involved wants  
to do it, is prepared, and wants to make things 
better. This means that the person who was  
harmed feels safe and strong enough to take  
part, and the person who did the harm wants  
to be honest and accept the harm they did.  
Before Restorative Justice takes place, the adults 
need to make sure everyone is prepared and 
understands how it will work. Young people should 
have a choice in what sort of Restorative Justice 
takes place, for example whether it is a face-to-face 
conversation or writing letters to each other. 

Restorative Justice needs to take place after 
everyone has had time to calm down and think 
about what happened. This means that Restorative 
Justice should not happen immediately after 
the harm has been done. The person who has 
been harmed needs time to think about what has 
happened and to decide this is a good thing for 
them. Time can also be taken to help the person 
who did the harm to think about what they did,  
and decide they want to accept the wrong they did.  

You should be able to take someone with you to 
a Restorative Justice conversation. Pupils saw 
the need for young people to get support from 
an adult they trust through the whole process of 
Restorative Justice, especially during any face-to-
face conversations. Both the young person harmed, 
and the young person who harmed, would benefit 
from this.

6. MAKING RESTORATIVE JUSTICE SAFE AND 
WORTHWHILE FOR EVERYONE
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