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The purpose of data in restorative justice: a socio-ecological 
systems lens
Benjamin M. Fisk *

School of Business, Computing and Social Sciences, University of Gloucestershire, Cheltenham, UK

ABSTRACT
The institutionalisation of restorative justice and integration of 
these practices within government policy and criminal justice sys
tems is an international debate. This work contributes to the litera
ture by using a socio-ecological system lens to examine practitioner 
perspectives from semi-structured interviews about the use of data 
for recording, monitoring, and evaluation of restorative justice 
services in the UK. Findings highlight the influence of various 
stakeholder groups, organisational cultures, and competing value 
systems on data collection which are shaped by institutionalisation. 
Practitioners collect data to accurately represent initial engagement 
and case progress, demonstrating professional accountability and 
contributing to service development while showing value to their 
commissioners. Although service and practitioner success raises 
restorative justice awareness at a sector level, awareness and suc
cess are limited by government-imposed metrics and managerialist 
approaches that demonstrate ambivalence towards restorative jus
tice data. The study concludes that addressing structural barriers to 
data access and citizen engagement is essential for expanding the 
evidence base and promoting a nuanced, whole-system approach 
to embedding restorative justice in society. This requires eviden
cing restorative justice through standardised and expanded 
approaches that include quantitative and qualitative measures, 
and further developing an institutionally subversive and empow
ered sector to enhance awareness of restorative justice.
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1. Introduction

Restorative Justice (RJ) has gained significant international recognition as a holistic and 
relational approach to addressing crime and promoting healing for victims, offenders, and 
communities. It seeks to repair the harm caused by crime and restore relationships, 
shifting the focus from punishment to restorative practices (Wachtel, 2003). The principles 
of RJ have been integrated into policies and practices worldwide. For example, New 
Zealand has pioneered the use of family group conferences, involving victims, offenders, 
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and their families in decision-making about restorative responses to harm (Connolly,  
2006; Morris & Maxwell, 2019). In Canada, victim-offender mediation programs have 
been established to facilitate dialogue and understanding between stakeholders in an 
offence (Stewart et al., 2018; Umbreit et al., 2004). International legal instruments, such as 
the Council of Europe (1999) Recommendation on Mediation in Penal Matters and the UN 
Basic Principles on the Use of Restorative Justice Programmes (Economic and Social 
Council, 2002), were vital for global recognition of RJ. The UN Office on Drugs and 
Crime (UNODC) Handbook on Restorative Justice Programmes (UNODC, 2006) and 
Council of Europe Recommendation CM/Rec(2018)8 concerning restorative justice in 
criminal matters highlight how this has been further solidified over more than 20 years.

However, despite this global expansion and recognition, the institutionalisation of RJ 
has shaped its development in ways that can conflict with its core values. 
Institutionalisation has shaped the development of RJ services to reflect the values and 
practices of state institutions (Maglione et al., 2024). While RJ has gained prominence on 
global political stages, it’s crucial to recognise the tension between its values and the 
dominant punitive, managerialist ideologies within the criminal justice system, as it 
undergoes institutionalisation and professionalisation, often reflecting the state’s domi
nant cultures and practices (Maglione et al., 2024; Marder, 2020; Pali & Maglione, 2021).

This tension is particularly evident in the challenges related to service data processes. 
Recording, monitoring, and evaluation are essential for evidencing RJ practice (Shapland,  
2022). However, even in nations where RJ is embedded within the police and exists as 
a public standardised service with clear data processes, service data challenges persist 
because of institutionalisation. In Germany, the embedding of RJ into the logic and 
procedures of the dominant criminal justice system (CJS) has resulted in a ‘deadly 
embrace,’ leading to marginal use and neglect of indirectly affected individuals through 
‘morally charged’ and individualised processes (Willms & Malzahn, 2024, p. 193). Despite 
the German state collecting national statistics on RJ since the 1990s, data has been 
shaped by processes that arguably do not reflect the values of RJ (Willms & Malzahn,  
2024). Similarly, in Norway, a public standardised service has existed for over 15 years. Yet, 
awareness of RJ remains low, and the public availability of statistical data has recently 
ceased (Rasmussen, 2024). These examples highlight the challenges to data access and 
illustrate how policy shapes what is practiced and the types of evidence that can be 
produced.

Recording and monitoring of RJ within professionalised services has received 
a renewed focus since the publication of the UK All-Party Parliamentary Group on RJ 
(APPG-RJ) inquiry (All-Party Parliamentary Group on Restorative Justice, 2022a). The 
inquiry brought together Members of Parliament from diverse political backgrounds 
around three key aims: to examine the use of restorative justice principles within the 
UK justice system and beyond; to raise the profile of restorative justice principles within 
Parliament; and to provide opportunities for policy discussion and consultation (All-Party 
Parliamentary Group on Restorative Justice, 2022a, p. 8). Nine key recommendations were 
produced to improve access, capacity, and awareness, with recommendation two being 
the specific grounding of this research to support the investigation of ‘gathering and 
using data to monitor and evaluate restorative justice’ (All-Party Parliamentary Group on 
Restorative Justice, 2022a, p. 19). Submissions to the inquiry offered initial insight into 
practitioner concerns about the consistency of data between police forces (All-Party 
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Parliamentary Group on Restorative Justice, 2022b). Further research into data reported 
by RJ services funded by Police and Crime Commissioners (PCC) identified a range of 
differences between six RJ services and the data they collect, including terminology, 
counting methods, and approaches to presenting and reporting data (Fisk, 2023). PCCs 
prioritise quantitative measures of processes and outcomes over qualitative evidence of 
transformative narratives that capture both objective and subjective measures of success 
(Fisk, 2023; Fisk et al., 2025). Recommendations since the initial enquiry have advocated 
for a national reporting framework, a repository of evidence, and for services to ensure 
approaches to embedding evidence of success in their data (Hobson et al., 2023).

This paper analyses the perception of practitioners through their experiences with 
service data processes, aiming to understand the extent to which institutionalisation 
impacts their ability to evidence success in RJ. This paper uses a socio-ecological systems 
lens (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1994) and hybrid thematic analysis of interviews (Fereday & 
Muir-Cochrane, 2006) with RJ practitioners to explore the intersections between the 
institutionalisation of restorative justice, marketisation, metrification, and organisational 
culture challenges among RJ service providers and the various organisations and bodies 
they interact with in practice. This paper aims to build upon the technical and descriptive 
literature of RJ institutionalisation by drawing on qualitative data from the field to add 
a further critical account of this phenomenon through the lens of RJ service data and the 
perspective of practitioners who collect it (Maglione et al., 2024). By identifying the range 
of stakeholders invested in RJ processes and outcomes, who have a role in a whole system 
approach to implementing RJ (Banwell-Moore, 2024), and the types of data they value as 
‘success,’ this paper enables those expanding restorative practices globally to consider 
their own subjective socio-ecological context and identify the range of barriers, potential 
successes and evidence required to meet their goals.

2. Literature review

2.1. Institutionalisation and the contextual implementation of RJ services

There is no universal way of implementing RJ. At the international level, the UN and the 
Council of Europe (CoE) were instrumental, but implementation of RJ is shaped by 
national legislation, societal values, language, and the organisation of government 
departments, on state-wide and locally devolved levels, resulting in services which 
operate in their own distinctly national way in countries such as France, Italy, Germany, 
Denmark, United States, Australia, New Zealand, and Brazil (Lanni, 2024; Mannozzi, 2024; 
Rasmussen, 2024; Rosenblatt et al., 2024; Soulou, 2024; Willms & Malzahn, 2024; Wood 
et al., 2024).

The institutionalisation of RJ has been an area of study for some time (Aertsen et al.  
2006; Morris and Maxwell 2001). It involves understanding how RJ practices have been 
mainstreamed and integrated into formal criminal justice systems, often through state- 
regulated processes and services. The ‘RJ movement’ or sector reflect this too, advocating 
for changes to dominant systems and the application of restorative values in society, 
whilst becoming more established as a formalised network that reflects self-perpetuating 
and inequitable hierarchies that do not meet the needs of citizens, and that RJ originally 
aimed to transform (Maglione et al., 2024, pp. 1–2). Academics have raised concerns about 
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the potential for co-option of RJ as it becomes formalised and aligned with dominant 
institutional cultures and goals, potentially compromising its original values and princi
ples (Crawford, 2006).

The study of RJ institutionalisation makes it possible to critically identify the common 
themes where barriers to successful implementation exist. These include the lack of full 
institutional buy-in that involves the absence of ‘dedicated resources that provide clear 
direction, policy and commitment, for example, legislation, policy and processes and 
funding’, and specific to data, the need to ensure ‘automated and uncomplicated referral 
processes, data-sharing agreements, specific RJ “offer” points’ which work to streamline 
access to and then delivery of RJ (Banwell-Moore, 2024).

Institutionalisation can result in top-down control of services, resulting in significant 
variation in the types of cases that services are allowed to use RJ with, which amounts to 
blanket bans for some offences (Banwell-Moore, 2019; Marder, 2020; Shapland et al.,  
2020). This naturally impacts on the types of data that will be collected if these types of 
harm are omitted, which can shape the way services record data, and are then evaluated 
(Fisk, 2023). However, this depends on a complex array of cultural and subjective compo
nents and can occur from the bottom-up or the top-down (Hobson & Payne, 2022). RJ is 
used in different areas of criminal justice which have their own distinct aims, such as 
prison and probation (Calkin, 2021) and front-line policing (Clamp, 2023).

Oversight in different settings has implications for RJ use and access. His Majesty’s 
Prison and Probation Service (HMPPS) established the Restorative Practice Hub (re:hub) in 
2019 to oversee the quality, integrity, and safety of restorative practice with participants 
residing in prison. Research has identified the role of re:hub as a barrier to RJ access due to 
unclear processes concerning case eligibility and decision making, limited communica
tions with RJ services working with victims in the community, and a lack of organisational 
transparency (Fisk & Cawley, 2024). A lack of standardisation in terms of organisational 
structure (size, staffing, methods) and data collection make evaluation difficult, impacting 
on the ability of services, and the broader RJ sector to deliver evidence of success despite 
delivering similar work (Fisk et al., 2025).

Consideration of political, social, physical, and economic ‘spaces’ can contextualise the 
implementation and development of RJ services ‘providing an understanding of the 
conditions through which they came and the nature of what it is that emerges’ (Hobson, 
Payne, Bangura, et al., 2022, p. 7). RJ in the UK has ebbed and flowed over the last 30 years, 
highlighted by the lack of action in the political and economic space evidenced by the 
lapse of the MoJ action plan and RJC government funding removal (Marder et al., 2023). 
Whilst many places have invested in RJ, there are places where it has declined. This begs 
the question, why has it worked in some areas and not in others? Banwell-Moore (2024) 
offers a whole systems answer for this, building on the work of Shapland et al. (2020), 
noting that institutional buy-in, referral processes, and victim focus and the lack of any 
one of these components can affect successful implementation. Monitoring is essential to 
ensure that RJ takes place, as a drop-off in referrals and a lack of institutional cultural 
change can mean RJ does not embed (Clamp & Paterson, 2017).

Further barriers exist due to how services are funded, positioned, organised, and 
staffed to undertake work with the public. There are a range of service structures in 
place that utilise RJ. Petrilla (2024) highlights the role of Non-Governmental Organisations 
(NGO) in the United States who are closer to communities than the CJS and perceived as 
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less bureaucratically and politically compromised, enabling them to deliver work that 
aligns with the key values and principles of RP. For many parts of the sector, this is clearly 
important in terms of the identity of a service. The role of ‘new public management’ 
(NPM), which has had a significant impact on a variety of areas where restorative work 
takes place, has shaped how organisations collect data as a response to external demands 
around targets and performance. For example, youth justice is a statutory service where 
NPM has resulted in increased demands around recording and monitoring, with bureau
cratic demands impacting on the quality and creativity of practice, leading to bureau
cratic, managerialist, localised, and decentralised services (Newburn, 2014). The 
incompatibility between the state system of doing justice and the principles of restorative 
justice may mean the implementation of RJ will ultimately be ineffective (Boyes-Watson,  
2004). In modern western societies where RJ has a long history, such as Australia and the 
United States, an ‘individualist ontology’ and ‘instrumental rationality’ has led to manage
rialism dominating politics and public administration, which have shaped how RJ services 
are formed into hierarchical bureaucracies which in themselves do not represent restora
tive values (Stout & Salm, 2011). Recent introduction of a key performance indicator for 
victims explicitly mentions RJ but does not consider the person who has caused harm, 
shaping stakeholder awareness of RJ values and functions in relation to service perfor
mance (Youth Justice Board, 2023).

In the England and Wales, PCCs have discretion in how they implement RJ services 
from their funds for victims (House of Commons Justice Committee, 2016). A range of 
bottom-up and top-down approaches to delivering RJ reflect the local priorities of 
a police service, that can be driven by a range of intersecting community and institutional 
needs (Hobson & Payne, 2022). These variations occur because funding for RJ is not 
ringfenced and there exists no right for citizens to access RJ, only to receive information 
about RJ, and the process of implementation is not formally proscribed (House of 
Commons Justice Committee, 2016, pp. 12–13). These policy decisions allow variation in 
implementation of RJ and demonstrate how the policy context has allowed institutiona
lisation of RJ to occur in the form of marketised services (Marder et al., 2023). Marketised 
RJ services are subject to accountability measures (Shapland, 2022), and organisational 
culture theory offers a range of insights around the role of the institutionalisation in 
recording and monitoring.

2.2. Impact of organisational culture

Organisational culture can be defined as the shared values, attitudes, beliefs, behaviours, 
and common practices within an organisation (Schein, 2010). A tension exists between 
the relational value base of restorative justice and the dominant managerialist systems 
within which it operates, with significant variation of dominant cultural and system values 
across nation-states where RJ institutionalisation has occurred (Pali & Maglione, 2021; 
Maglione et al., 2024).

Handy (2009) argues that variations exist between cultural categories in organisations. 
The ‘power’ and ‘role’ cultures which focus on centralised decision making, competitive 
work environments, bureaucracy, and predictability of practice contrast the ‘personal/ 
cluster’ culture which emphasises people, rejects formal hierarchy and encourages power 
sharing (Handy, 2009). Hofstede’s cultural dimensions (Hofstede, 2003) highlight the 
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range of ways that culture can shape the way organisations can operate in practice, 
nothing the emphasis on long versus short-term orientation, individualism versus collecti
vism, and the extent to which an organisation will tolerate or avoid uncertainty. Schein’s 
cultural iceberg model (2010) theorises how organisations operate with unconscious and 
taken for granted values, assumptions, beliefs and expectations which are difficult to 
change as they are not discussable, with public challenge even resulting in defence 
mechanism activation. Peters and Waterman (1982) highlight how organisations cultures 
can embody ‘rational approaches’ that prioritise monitoring, evaluation and efficiency 
with targets and budgets, and ‘cultural approaches’ that value traditions, shared purpose, 
employee trust, and autonomy. However, Boisnier and Chatman (2003) caution that 
organisational culture is not homogenous as subcultures can form, especially in dynamic 
organisations, which can disrupt practices if they channel dissent towards the core 
organisational values but can be useful as a mechanism to disrupt and change peripheral 
values if the overarching culture is generally effective.

There is precedence for exploration of culture within organisations that use restorative 
justice. A managerialist approach and focus on risk management in the CJS have been 
shown to impact on the rate of victim participation in RJ through victim-protectionism 
and the subsequent restriction of equal access to RJ (Banwell-Moore, 2024). Managers 
themselves play a crucial role in shaping organisational culture and facilitating a shift 
towards restorative principles (Clamp, 2023). Clamp (2023) highlights how RJ as a cultural 
approach to police practice has transformed from original pilot programs to being 
a service referred to by officers in neoliberal countries such as US, Australia, England 
and Wales. The type of successes that police are looking for, particularly when quantita
tive targets are applied such as quotas for arrests, differs from the types of success that RJ 
can produce. Within police forces, there is disparity of understanding between those in 
senior ranks having a better grasp of RJ theory and values, whilst frontline officers are 
more concerned with doing RJ in practice (Stockdale, 2015). When Police are using RJ ‘to 
close the case rather than to meet the needs of those involved’ (Clamp, 2023, p. 7), there is 
a lack of alignment between the principles and values of RJ and policing more generally.

2.3. Recording, monitoring, and evaluation

Recording and monitoring serve different purposes from evaluation (Shapland, 2022; 
Shapland et al., 2011). While evaluation assesses how well a service meets its stated 
aims, monitoring is ‘a basic duty of all schemes offering restorative justice and is part of 
being accountable to all those using the schemes’ (Shapland, 2022). However, recording, 
monitoring, evaluating the efficiency of services, or measuring success have been rejected 
by some on the grounds that these acts reinforce the institutionalised controls of 
government over RJ, particularly when these ways of making RJ concrete are attached 
to state funding (Willms & Malzahn, 2024).

Standardisation of reporting processes can support comprehensive evaluation of 
services to provide evidence of the success of RJ (All-Party Parliamentary Group on 
Restorative Justice, 2022b; Fisk, 2023; Marder et al., 2023). However, others have high
lighted the way RJ has been traditionally evaluated in relation to the dominant CJS at the 
expense of measures that align with the values of restorative work (Doak & O’Mahony,  
2018; Llewellyn et al., 2013; Pali & Maglione, 2021). Restorative practitioners define 
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evaluation measures such as effectiveness and impact differently from the ways tradi
tional evaluations have been applied, whilst some reject that a concept such as efficiency 
can exist within restorative practice (Fisk, Hobson & Twyman-Ghoshal, 2025). Building on 
the institutional knowledge of practitioners is key to successful integration of RJ, shaping 
potential measurement that can be demanded by commissioners and policy makers, 
whilst preventing the subsummation of RJ into the values and practices of other sectors 
(Pali & Maglione, 2021).

Longstanding principles have shaped processes, such as ‘minimal recording’ 
(Roche, 2003) which continue to manifest in modern policy and practice. Coventry 
Children’s Services practice standards (2024) describe how 14 services have agreed 
the same standards since 2009. They state that ‘only minimal additional records will 
be kept about each FGC process’ and ‘no minutes of an FGC are taken’, with the co- 
ordinator having the specific practice role of ensuring ‘there is no minute-taking or 
recording of discussions during a FGC beyond the Family Plan’. Co-ordinators them
selves keep working notes which are not filed on databases due to their neutral 
facilitative role. Recording and monitoring of a RJ process is also subject to legisla
tion, in this case the UK General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and the Data 
Protection Act 2018. This specifies that anyone responsible for using personal data 
must make sure that information is used fairly, lawfully, transparently, for specific 
and explicit purposes that are adequate, relevant, and limited to only what is 
necessary (Data Protection Act, 2018).

The MoJ were instrumental in funding and setting the agenda for the recording, 
monitoring, and evaluation of RJ in the ‘Shapland trials’ with three English police forces 
(Shapland et al., 2004, 2006, 2007, 2008). Shapland’s work has influenced service devel
opment and recording and monitoring globally, and sits firmly within institutionalised 
provision, contributing to international debates and service development guidance 
(Hamad et al., 2020; Shapland, 2022; Shapland et al., 2020). The UN Handbook on RJ 
programs (2006; 2020) outlines data for recording, monitoring and evaluation but notes 
challenges to understanding RJ success due to variability in potential indicators and 
concerns about the possibility of quantifying highly subjective elements of RJ that are 
interactive and personal to participants. It offers examples of statistical and qualitative 
information that can be gathered through monitoring within a typical process (referral, 
preparation, agreement, evaluation). Satisfaction, frequently gathered through 
a quantitative scale, can be interpreted by the participant in terms of satisfaction with 
one or more of these components: (a) the way their case was handled; (b) the outcome of 
the case; (c) with the facilitator; (e) the fairness of the process; and (f) the interactions with 
the offender.

Practice frameworks that highlight potential outcomes grounded in the values of RJ 
include the opportunity for the process to facilitate moral repair for participants, repara
tion, rehabilitation, desistance and recovery (Kirkwood, 2022). Researchers have sought to 
understand the cost-effective of RJ, which can be shaped by the needs to address 
managerialist and bureaucratic approaches to funding and commissioning that demand 
evidence before committing large sums of public money to specific projects (Grimsey 
Jones et al., 2023; Taylor & Bailey, 2022). As cautioned by the UN Handbook (UNDOC,  
2020), how success is evidenced depends entirely on what is being measured, and even 
more so, what people think they are measuring (Doak & O’Mahony, 2018). Furthermore, 
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transformative and subjective success may be neglected if ‘all that is of value may not be 
quantifiable or measurable’ (Llewellyn et al., 2013, p. 286).

RJ processes can be monitored at 3 points on a timeline: pre-conference, conference, 
and post-conference (Restorative Resources, 2015). Other metrics include numbers of 
referrals, time taken to get to a conference, and number of meetings needed with 
stakeholders (Hamad et al., 2020). The objective count of a single conference brought 
to fruition by a service cannot capture the subjective variations of work that go in (Fisk,  
2023). Likewise, a larger number of community stakeholders involved may not mean that 
a process will take longer or shorter. Time is a key component of efficiency, but it is 
subjective and contextual and difficult to make inferences about success from this alone, 
if efficiency is accepted as a measure of success in restorative work (Fisk et al., 2025).

The challenge with a linear 3-stage concept of this type is that success can be 
minimised and perceived as just the achieving of a conference. It could be argued that 
this is a factor in terms of the historical reductionism in what success in RJ looks like that 
has shaped the quantitative demands of service commissioners and the data subse
quently reported by services (Fisk, 2023). Practitioner submissions to the APPG-RJ inquiry 
stated that in their professional opinion successes can be achieved during a process 
without achieving a formal conference (All-Party Parliamentary Group on Restorative 
Justice, 2022b). An interpretative challenge exists if outcomes can only occur upon 
completing an ‘intervention’, as many successes may not be recorded or formally asso
ciated with the service or sector due to logistics and challenges of evidencing.

A critique of RJ in terms of evidencing success is the difficulty demonstrating cause and 
effect between a process and an outcome, and there existing a need for longitudinal work 
to demonstrate effectiveness and impact (Menkel-Meadow, 2007; Gregory & Evans, 2020). 
Experimental studies have demonstrated positive outcomes, but the wealth of studies 
undertaken predominantly demonstrate correlation, and even if that is considered better 
than nothing, repeated studies which eliminate or reduce major competing explanations 
of causations are limited (Sherman et al., 2008). Recidivism, a key measure in the broader 
CJS is a prime example of this. It features prominently in evaluations of RJ effectiveness 
(Gaffney et al., 2024; Strang et al., 2013) and is an important social issue that research has 
looked to address. Whilst there are empirical data and testimonial accounts that suggest 
RJ has a positive impact on reducing recidivism (All-Party Parliamentary Group on 
Restorative Justice, 2022b; Kimbrell et al., 2022; Shapland et al., 2008), there also exists 
evidence that challenges the extent of this.

A recent meta-analysis (Fulham et al., 2023) of largely unpublished non-peer 
reviewed evaluations from government agencies, consultants, and university 
research centres across English-speaking nations internationally highlighted only 
modest reductions in recidivism from RJ. Specific types of crime where it may not 
be as effective as other approaches especially those that focus specifically on 
recidivism and repairing of harm, cases where programmes which have not 
adhered to restorative principles have seen greater reductions in recidivism than 
those that did, and ‘lower quality’ studies reported greater reductions in recidivism 
than ‘higher quality’ ones, suggesting potential bias in study methodology (Fulham 
et al., 2023). Evaluations struggle to tap into outcomes that are not easily measur
able, and success of implementation relies on organisational values aligning with 
the values of RP despite the incongruence between the rigidness of professional 
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structures and the need for subjective professional judgement (Bevington, 2015). 
Such variations in the evidence base highlight how individual a process can be. RJ 
does not happen in a vacuum as usually multiple other services can be involved, 
and participants can be affected by a variety of other social factors outside 
professional spheres of influence.

In summary, recording and monitoring of RJ is a complex and contested task that 
generates a variety of data. It is shaped by institutionalisation of policy and manage
rialist organisational culture. This paper will explore these concepts from the perspec
tive of RJ practitioners and consider potential practice and policy implications from the 
findings.

3. Methodology

3.1. Research design and data collection

This study employed a social constructivist, qualitative approach using semi- 
structured interviews (n = 20) with RJ service professionals. A hybrid thematic 
analysis (TA) was used (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006), employing inductive TA 
to identify initial codes and themes, and a deductive TA using the theoretical 
framework of socio-ecological systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1994) to identify 
the purpose of data for different stakeholder groups from the perspective of the 
interviewees.

Social constructivists take the position that knowledge construction is 
a primarily social and cultural process, where individuals bring their own perspec
tives driven from their experience (Shepard, 2000; Sutherland et al., 2004; Vygotsky,  
1978). Traditional approaches to measurement, whether in education or the realms 
of social work and criminal justice, frequently do not measure what they purport 
to. Adams (2006b, p. 233), in their critique of traditional measurement approaches, 
states: 

. . . mental activities and processes are indirectly observed through the prism of actions and 
reactions, which in turn are seen to provide reliable information about the type, scale and 
quality of learning . . . to use such observations to comment upon anything other than specific, 
context-bound performance misses two fundamental points: learning, or at least aspects of it, 
occurs in the mind; and behaviour is not a priori a reliable indicator of cognitive processes.

Short-term, easily measurable gains, rooted in behaviourism and managerialism, 
come at the expense of longitudinal transformation and success (Fisk et al., 2025). 
Such approaches ignore how individuals acquire, select, interpret and organise 
information in multiple different ways (Adams, 2006a, 2006b). Social constructivism 
therefore acknowledges the subjective nature of success in RJ (Doak & O’Mahony,  
2018), recognising that participants, practitioners, and other stakeholders hold 
varying definitions and interpretations from their own lived experience.

The social constructivist qualitative interview design allows for capturing the richness 
and complexity of subjective stakeholder perspectives on recording and monitoring 
practices within RJ services due to the range of social actors that are involved in 
constructing services, and the various negotiated orders that exist within and between 
RJ services which are constantly changing (Bryman, 2016).
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3.2. Sample and procedure

Twenty participants (n = 20) working in England or Wales consented to take part in semi- 
structured interviews. A purposive sampling strategy was employed to select 17 partici
pants from a pool of 70 respondents who participated consensually in a survey of 
definitions of success in restorative work and consented to be contacted further. 
Participants were contacted directly by e-mail. A second process of consent was under
taken prior to all interviews. Three further participants were identified by participants 
during interviews as being able to illuminate other aspects of recording and monitoring. 
Consenting participants contacted their colleagues directly to enquire about their avail
ability and willingness to participate, where upon information and consent forms were 
shared prior to any further interviews. Participants included males (n = 5) and females (n =  
15), with direct RJ practice experience ranging from 2 to 35 years. Participants were 
involved in the delivery, recording, and monitoring of RJ processes funded by PCCs, 
and included volunteers (n = 2) and paid employees (n = 18) of these RJ services. Six (n  
= 6) participants were managers or senior leaders within their RJ services

Interviews were conducted in-person (n = 2) or via Microsoft Teams (n = 18) and lasted 
between one and two hours. After brief introductions and outline of the participants job 
role and organisational context, they were asked an initial question:

● Describe the journey of data in your service from the earliest point of collection

Participants were prompted if there was anything else they wished to say about an aspect 
of their recording and monitoring, and to enquire ‘what happens next?’ in recording and 
monitoring. This was framed in the context of a linear-3-stage model, however partici
pants used their own language to describe restorative processes, such as meetings, 
interventions, and conferences (Restorative Resources, 2015). Clarifying questions were 
asked to ensure meaning was understood by the researcher if unclear, and where 
acronyms or technical terminology were used.

3.3. Author positionality

The author defines themselves as a pracademic due to their background in professional 
practice as a restorative practitioner and registered social worker, which informs the 
methodology, analysis, and theoretical lens adopted in this study (Gartner, 2024; 
Hollweck et al., 2021) This experience facilitates an understanding of recording and 
monitoring tasks involved in anti-oppressive work with citizens, that enables the huma
nisation of research and sustains an ethical awareness of institutional inequalities 
(Shapland, 2022; Strier, 2007). RJ is complex relational work that operates on the edges 
of statutory sectors, incurring long-standing issues with awareness and understanding 
(Ministry of Justice, 2012; Shapland, 2014). As a pracademic it was important to create 
a safe interview space of contextual understanding for conversations that enable purpo
seful development of relationships and research that could enable future collaboration 
(Baldwin, 2024). RP draws practitioners from a vast array of professional human service 
disciplines with disparate approaches to documentation of work, which required a careful 
semi-structured interview approach that fostered relationships whilst also preventing 
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leading questions and interviewer effects (Adams, 2015; Husband, 2020; Twyman-Ghoshal 
& Hobson, 2022, p. 11) Professional background information was mutually shared and 
open questions were used to clarify responses or acronyms, as previous research has 
identified a variety of distinct and overlapping terminology used when RJ services report 
their data (Fisk, 2023).

3.4. Data analysis and theoretical framework

The hybrid TA (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006) uses a systematic linear combination of 
inductive and then deductive TA with the same set of qualitative data. Authors have 
historically distinguished between the two approaches (Boyatzis, 1998; Braun & Clarke,  
2006), with inductive (bottom-up) TA used to identify and analyse initial themes, and 
deductive TA (top-down) using previously identified codes and themes or application of 
a theoretical framework to a dataset (Proudfoot, 2023). A hybrid approach is an iterative 
and reflexive process that offers greater rigor in qualitative data analysis from mutual 
reinforcement (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006; Proudfoot, 2023).

This paper utilises the socio-ecological systems (SES) model (Diagram 1) for deductive 
TA to understand the use of recording and monitoring processes, and how stakeholders 
within RJ services interpret the use of the data collected (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1994). SES 
allows us to consider multiple stakeholders and societal layers. This approach emphasizes 
their influence in a pragmatic and relational manner that aligns with restorative values 
(Pranis, 2013). In turn, it supports a call for a whole systems approach (WSA) framework to 
enable the radical implementation of RJ for social action in accordance with concepts 
such as social phenomenology where hybrid TA has also been used (Schutz, 1967). This 
can bring about sustainable change by enabling the understanding of the parts actors 
play in the broader systems of governance and practice (Banwell-Moore, 2024; Public 
Health England, 2019; Stansfield et al., 2020).

SES uses concentric circles to visually represent layers of an individual’s social life. This 
analysis considers the journey of data collected about individuals taking part in an RJ 
process. SES typically uses four levels starting from the individual and their micro-system, 
moving through the meso-system, exo-system, and finally the macro-system. These layers 
hierarchically represent the different layers of an individual’s social world. No individual 
SES is the same due to the complexity and subjectivity of human experience. A potential 
limitation exists in the visual representation of these layers that can be misleading, 
suggesting a lack of direct interaction between them (Healy, 2022). Concepts such as 
the ‘ecotone’, unique and dynamic places where interactions between different systems 
occur are useful to enable a metaphor for the potential of change and new opportunities 
(Normore et al., 2019). Although again, this is limited as it may infer only a linear relation
ship between neighbouring systems. Complex systems theory offers a more nuanced 
understanding of the non-linear interactions and constant change within systems in 
human service work (Shafi, Templeton, et al., 2020). However, concerns still exist that 
this approach is overly technical or reductionist (Healy, 2022). SES acknowledges power 
dynamics and structures at play between stakeholders, services, practices, the wider 
restorative sector, and social policies influencing RJ implementation. Individual layers 
shape and are shaped by others, creating a complex system of interconnected relation
ships (Adams et al., 2017).
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The SES lens offers several advantages for understanding stakeholder perspectives on 
recording and monitoring in RJ services and has precedence in previous research. The SES 
lens sheds light on the broader power structures impacting restorative justice and enables 
a move beyond simplistic visual binaries (Downes, 2017), such as service-client relation
ships, acknowledging the multifaceted and complex nature of human lives and interven
tions. This is particularly relevant in RJ, where personal transformation and success may 
involve interactions with multiple services and ongoing personal change. McCold (2000, 
p. 4) considered RJ theory at the socio-psychological micro level with harmed citizens, and 
the connections to political theory that operate on a macro level. SES has been adapted to 
consider the role of resilience in learning and education within complex contexts (Shafi, 
Middleton, et al., 2020; Shafi, Templeton, 2020). Combining public health and restorative 
justice perspectives has been explored using an SES approach (April et al., 2023). 
Resilience is essential for health and harm repair. By embracing complexity and under
standing the various societal layers that value it, traditional service evaluations can adopt 
alternative approaches that overcome the limitations of conventional methods, aligning 
more closely with restorative values (Hood, 2019; Hood & O’Donovan, 2021).

Macro- and meso-level challenges to RJ use have been outlined in political and social 
structures, and within institutions and communities (Wood et al., 2021). The macro-policy 
system is resistant to inputs from the RJ sector system, and integration whilst attempting to 
subvert traditional justice mechanisms highlights the paradoxical nature of the RJ sector 

Macro-system:
The overarching pattern of micro-, 
meso-, and exosystems 
characteristic of a given culture or 
subculture.
Exo-system:
The exosystem comprises the 
linkages and processes taking place 
between two or more settings, at 
least one of which does not contain 
the developing person

Meso-system:
The mesosystem comprises the 
linkages and processes taking place 
between two or more settings 
containing the developing person

Micro-system:
A pattern of activities, social roles, 
and interpersonal relations 
experienced by the developing 
person in a given face-to-face 
setting

Bronfenbrenner (1994: 39-40)

Macro-
system

Exo-
system

Meso-
system

Micro-
system

Diagram 1. Bronfenbrenner socio-ecological systems model.
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(Schiff, 2013). The policy and RJ sectors have been identified as different systems with their 
own language and rhetoric, with the RJ sector being subordinate and having to change its 
language, values, and practices to be amenable to the dominant perspective on how crime 
should be managed (Tauri, 2023, p. 45).

3.5. Ethical and project approvals

This research received full project and ethical approval from University of Gloucestershire.

4. Findings and analysis

Within the context of a hybrid TA (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006), an inductive TA of 
interviews transcripts highlighted a range of purposes for collecting and using RJ service 
data, and a range of individual and collective stakeholders that received, requested or 
required data. Using the SES lens (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1994) for deductive TA, a range 
of themes were identified that further elaborated upon the purpose of RJ service data, 
and the stakeholders involved can be mapped across four SES levels:

● Policy and government (Macro)
● Restorative sector (Exo)
● Restorative services (Meso)
● Participant and Practitioner Interaction (Micro)

These findings are visually represented in diagram 2.
The four systems will now be outlined, starting with the closest proximity to the 

generation of data within a restorative process between a citizen and a practitioner, 
and moving out to service, sector, and policy and governance.

4.1. Micro-system: participant and practitioner interaction

Data at this level is concerned with initiating restorative case work with participants that 
enables practitioners to accurately represent their story and a routine task, essential for 
tracking and informing case progress and evidencing professional accountability at the 
practitioner level. Responses frequently intersected case progress and accountability, as 
demonstrated in the following quote:

4.1.1. Initial engagement
Recording and monitoring starts with individual people, groups, or communities and an 
identified type of harm to start the process of engagement between a citizen and 
a practitioner to undertake a restorative process. Participants identified ‘inquiries’ and 
‘referrals’ as processes where data is initially collected about those who may go on to work 
with a service. Inquiries and referrals can come from a potential participant or another 
stakeholder, such as a professional. They include only basic data such as name and 
address and does not capture equality, diversity, or inclusion details. Practitioners 
described the delicate and sensitive process of taking limited information, to ‘build 
relationships’ with citizens, gaining consent to turn inquiries and referrals into cases and 
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then beginning the process of formally recording and collecting a range of personal data, 
particularly the citizen’s story.

I wanna get to know that person. And then what we don’t wanna do is necessarily re- 
traumatise somebody. So we take them on the day that we meet them. If they, at that 
point if they wanna talk about what’s happened, they will. If they don’t, they won’t.

However, at this early point, not being able to gain data about participants was a key 
barrier. Inconsistent application of information sharing agreements, or the inability to 
form these between services due to issues of bureaucracy or service awareness was 
a common issue. 

If I don’t have data. I can’t do the job, because I’m not a clairvoyant and I can’t contact victims 
and offenders through that medium, pardon the pun . . . So, you need good information 
sharing agreements with police, probation, youth justice, prisons.

Data barriers at this early-stage manifest through power imbalances between services 
that prevent restorative work taking place. RJ services that are not able to engage directly 
with individuals must wait for other gatekeeping services to enable them access to the 
range of citizens involved in harm.

we referred it to re:hub as is the process, and it was six months before a multi-agency meeting 
was arranged, and at that multi agency meeting, the offender had still not been approached 
to see if he would even consider engaging.

Macro-level:
Data which feeds into the demands 
of social and political structures, 
HMPPS, VCOP data and the MoJ.

Exo-level:
Data that represents the entire 
‘restorative sector’, across all 
services within a nation state, 
including evaluations and research

Meso-level:
Collation of data across all cases, 
including staff and service 
performance

Mirco-level:
Collected from a citizen by a 
practitioner on an individual case 
level

Adapted from Bronfenbrenner (1979; 1994)

Macro: 
Law, Policy, 

Society

Exo: 
RJ sector

Meso: 
RJ service

Micro:
Citizen / 

Practitioner

Diagram 2. Stakeholders and purpose of data RJ through a SES lens.
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4.1.2. Accurate representation
Once access is gained and consent is given, data must ‘accurately represent’ the personal 
story and the story of the process, particularly where young children are involved. 
Accurate representation included ‘evidencing clear outcomes’ and ‘agreements’ for partici
pants, as well as any changes that occur post-referral. Formal plans were recorded 
consistently, but for some services and individual practitioners these also involved track
ing participant well-being and progress in respect of self-defined outcomes through 
dialogue or scaling tools. These were agreed at the start of a process and development 
over the duration of their involvement was monitored. These are used as a reflective tool 
for the participant to identify ‘distance-travelled’, ‘growth’ and ‘movement’ in terms of the 
initial harm that led to an RJ referral. Accurate representation was described as having the 
benefit of minimising ‘story repetition’ for participants engaged in multi-agency work and 
was considered vital to ‘promote trust’,

It’s just making sure that it’s all recorded accurately and then working with them to accurately 
record what they want from the process . . . it always has to come from them. It’s just making 
sure that if it changes as well, noting on our information on the case management . . . It’s just 
making sure that I capture it in their words more than anything.

Creative approaches that were not easily transferable or quantifiable were often 
employed. These included ‘sculpting’ approaches, drawing ‘pictures’ or ‘network-maps’. 
Practitioners described taking photos or scanning these, and ensuring evidence was 
uploaded to the CMS and included with plans and agreements shared with participants 
to accurately and fully represent their involvement.

The degree of detail captured by practitioners in their case records depended on the 
practitioners own writing needs connected to ‘having a good memory’, strategies related 
to neurodiversity, practices from previous employment such as social work or probation, 
or organisational procedures such as a ‘minimal recording principle’ (Roche, 2003). 
Accurate representation had the benefit of positively influencing practitioner account
ability by demonstrating ‘reliability’ and ‘professionalism’ which ‘prevent complaints’, and 
ultimately encourage processes to continue and be completed.

4.1.3. Case progress
Recording varies individually or due to services requirements, highlighting a subtheme of 
recording and monitoring inconsistency across practitioners within and between services. 
Some practitioners record the ‘three or four minutes’ of a phone call, whilst others ‘don’t 
record how long things take’ because they ‘don’t need to, we’re not asked to’. Practitioners 
are allowed a ‘fair degree of autonomy’ in terms of the amount of recording undertaken if it 
‘complies with confidentiality’ and is ‘factual’ as opposed to ‘opinion or judgement’. Tracking 
‘on-going case suitability’ and ‘risk assessment’ were vital purposes of this work. Use of 
‘minimal recording’, ‘basic notes’, or ‘bullet points’ for ‘reminders of conversation’ contrasted 
more detailed recording to prevent ‘forgetting things’, ‘maintaining accuracy’ and ‘fully 
transparency’ to ensure ‘professional accountability’ and ‘watertight’ case management by 
‘recording everything’. Level of detail in a recording was seen as important if a case needed 
to be handed over to another practitioner due to ‘sickness’, ‘leaving the service’, or ‘winning 
the lottery’, to ensure processes can be completed with minimal delay and prevent 
participant re-traumatisation from having to relive their story.
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Case progress, tracked by senior staff and managers, was essential for understanding 
staff well-being and any needs they may have as practitioners. Some checks occur ‘Every 
week or two’ for active cases, although some services rely more on formal supervision 
which can occur monthly or less frequently, depending on the needs and experience of 
the practitioner.

4.1.4. Practitioner accountability
Practitioners feel accountable and responsible for progressing a case and securely hand
ling data. This is a challenge for practitioners as they understand the subjective contextual 
nature of the work that is fundamentally participant led, and by their own account not 
efficient in practice (Fisk et al., 2025), but there is also an organisational need to turn-over 
cases due to service-level metrics. Services can be held to account for this in terms of 
commissioning and expectations. However, macro-level barriers and gatekeepers which 
delay processes can cause practitioner responsibilisation due to the lack of case progress 
caused by data gatekeeping from external statutory services. These can include the police, 
re:hub within HMPPS, or GDPR rules which are an example of government policy that 
directly impacts on practitioners. GDPR was described as adding ‘75 extra steps’ to 
a process that requires practitioners to ask the Police for data whereas before access 
was easier. Practitioners felt that ‘GDPR has impeded the delivery of services’ because it was 
slowed down the speed practitioners can reach people. Access to police systems for 
gathering basic personal data has been restricted for some services. Even once cases are 
progressing, cases are ‘bogged down by administrative, legal, permissions’ and struggle to 
‘move forward’. The personal impact of GDPR on practitioners also shapes recording 
habits, as data must be anonymised to ensure they are ‘data compliant’, as responsibility 
‘ultimately comes back onto the person who has written the note’.

Whilst the macro-factor of a policy like GDPR can impact on practice, accurate repre
sentation and demonstrating case progress factor into practitioner accountability. As 
professional managerial organisations, RJ services do undertake performance manage
ment of individual practitioners due to complaints or lack of progress. Interviews high
lighted significant variation in the number of cases individual practitioners hold in 
different services, related to local RJ awareness, referral numbers and capacity, case 
complexity and training levels. For some services, it was an issue of performance manage
ment if ‘a 20 hour a week practitioner did 20 cases in a year’. The ‘what’s going wrong’ could 
be the level of support from a manager, the volume of work to start with, or effective 
allocation of cases. However, some services shared that they are not reaching this figure 
across their entire team, so accountability is contextual.

4.2. Restorative services (meso)

The types of data collected were generally in line with those recommended for service 
collection (UN Handbook, 2020; Shapland, 2022) however there are significant variations 
in terminology and reporting (Fisk, 2023). The purpose of data at this level was primarily 
for reporting to the service commissioner but was also used for internal service develop
ment. It covered performance and accountability such as referrals received, active case 
numbers, interventions completed, tracking hours of work undertaken, service satisfac
tion and complaints.
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4.2.1. Reporting for commissioners
Participants described the construction of an ‘annual report’ as a key service level output 
of recording and monitoring processes. The annual report is primarily for service commis
sioners, although engagement and sharing of this information locally with other statutory, 
voluntary, or third-sector organisations does occur. Requests from these other agencies 
can then shape the content of the annual report. Changes of elected PCC, who have their 
own personal and professional interests, political agendas, and knowledge of restorative 
ways of working, also impact on the content of the report and the approaches managers 
take to present their report. Some services report more frequently on a monthly or 
quarterly basis (Fisk, 2023).

Annual reports can impact on contract renewal or extension, which influence staff job 
security, morale, and public access to an RJ restorative service. Report format and content 
were unique to a service, with significant variation in structure and data demands with 
a focus on raw numerical count of quantities and transitions from inquiry to referral to 
process and outcome numbers, as identified previously via documentary analysis (Fisk,  
2023). Interviewees expressed concerns around the primacy of quantitative count data 
despite mixed attempts to add qualitative data and case studies for context when 
evidencing success using PCC metrics, as interviewees believe data does not reflect the 
amount of work or range of success observed. This reductionism has resulted in a ‘focus on 
tangible outcomes’ and a subsequent ‘misconception’ of the ‘whole manner of work that 
happens before we even get to the point of assigning facilitators’ which means that ‘all those 
other successes’ are not considered or captured using the processes they have been 
allocated.

Some PCCs are clear about the types of data they want a service to evidence and may 
have an ‘off the shelf KPI idea’ which can change over years of a contract when ‘they realise 
we don’t need all that, there’s far more valuable information that we could get from you than 
that’. Other PCCs requested the service to inform them of the types of data that can be 
collected. These variations were described as connected to the PCC understanding of RJ 
or their management and leadership style and can change during the life of a contract, 
such as a focus on ‘how many hours volunteers have done’ but not the work of paid 
practitioners. The professional experience of how commissioners choose metrics high
lights further the issues of RJ awareness, subjectivity of success, and the impact of 
relationships in reshaping these.

In terms of the purpose of reporting ‘whether you’re an in-house service or an out-house 
service . . . you’re still beholden to your funders . . . you’ve got to provide data to show that 
you’re worth paying for’. However, externally commissioned services explicitly outlined the 
need to provide evidence that ‘service agreements were fulfilled’ and ‘value for money’ was 
achieved. There was less concern from services ‘internally employed by the PCC’ with 
commissioners that have a ‘good understanding of RJ so we don’t actually need to explain 
why certain things take as long as they do’, because ‘there’s not that pressure . . . that other 
services feel to prove themselves’ as they report strong relationships and are ‘having 
conversations with the commissioner and their office all the time . . . So we sort of don’t 
have those targets’.

Fundamentally, PCC data collection is shaped by the MoJ annual data request and 
practitioners feel that there is false equivalence between cases as the level of impact RJ 
has on an individual is not effectively captured through current data demands.
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Restorative justice has been life changing for this victim . . . But when you look at the MoJ 
report, it’s just captured her feedback. Her experience is captured in the same way as those 
just having a telephone call with someone that says that was really helpful.

There is a growing awareness in the sector that some services are pivoting to track 
‘restorative conversations’ at any point during a process as evidence of success. Those 
not recording these noted that they could but were concerned that ‘it’s so subjective’ and 
would need standardisation. A restorative conversation ‘indicates that facilitators did a real 
piece of work . . . spent a lot of time working with maybe one participant, but it never quite 
got there’. This metric was considered useful when working with victims for a long period 
such as two years allowing the service ‘to capture the work that they’ve still done’ even if 
a process is not completed and a ‘traditional outcome’ is not achieved.

A key data area that many services have said they struggle to report on is recidivism. 
The nature of many referrals means tracking reoffending data can be difficult: ‘Most of my 
cases are sensitive and complex and most of the time the offenders are in prison, so they’re in 
prison. Chance of reoffending is probably next to nothing.’ Many services lack access or 
capacity to work with the longitudinal data and there was scepticism about the extent to 
which services are routinely tracking this across the sector. Current data management 
systems are not equipped to facilitate this task as ‘you’d have to go into the police systems 
and go into every single case and kind of do it that way’. There is also concern about how 
recidivism is interpretated as reoffending can be a ‘yes or no’ metric regardless of repeated 
offence or ‘de-escalation’ as reporting does not ‘delve any deeper as to why’.

4.2.2. Service development
Service statistics, case studies, and participant feedback are used as an internal ‘snapshot’ 
to learn how RJ services can improve and develop. Frequency of review varies across 
services. Example identified included decreased ‘referrals from probation’, increased ‘hate 
crime referrals’, or ‘to improve burglary referrals’

Data enables evidence-informed discussions with other services to increase referrals 
from specific individuals, agencies, geographical areas, and case types. Data enables 
services to work with their professional partners to ‘investigate why that’s happening 
and unblock some of the issues if there are any’ and to understand ‘is the work that we’re 
doing working, do we need to be doing something else?’

Senior practitioners or a manager undertake internal evaluation, although some ser
vices have developed relationships with local universities to explore their data by paying 
academics or on a free basis with students completing undergraduate or postgraduate 
research projects. Services can use this data to critically understand trends in referral 
sources and the types of case work undertaken, and identify areas where RJ is under
represented and take action.

Understanding and using data for service development was described as ‘a bit tricky’ 
and a time-consuming task, but one that those with this responsibility find ‘interesting’, 
enabling a retrospective account of service development over previous years. Analysis 
difficulties are exacerbated by databases and computer systems that did not easily 
facilitate this task. Few services have a dedicated data-manager, with many being practi
tioners or managers who take on this role in addition to their regular duties. Elaborate 
spreadsheets prone to human error due to large data volumes require time-consuming 
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manual input to transfer data, due to a lack of trust in the accuracy of the service database 
and the inability of computer systems to communicate.

4.3. Restorative sector (exo)

The restorative sector as the exo-system is reminiscent of a disembodied stakeholder, one 
that is the production of multiple social actors over decades, one that consists of both 
individual practitioners and organisational groupings such as services, that are repre
sented by institutionalised RJ regulatory institutions, with the RJC being the primary body 
for this in England and Wales (Maglione, 2017, 2019a, 2019b). However, the extent to 
which the RJC could be called a ‘state-funded institution’ which constitutes ‘RJ’s macro- 
regulatory core’ (Maglione, 2019a, p. 660) is questionable, as it does not have a statutory 
basis in law and receives no funding from central government.

The primary purpose of data at this level was for the raising of awareness. Two 
subthemes were identified to support this purpose, in terms of developing an evidence 
base to support awareness and a restorative identity that practitioners align with that 
supports their need to use data to fulfil this aim.

4.3.1. Raising awareness
Raising awareness is not a passive task of advertising or sharing leaflets, but one that is 
active and relational, that also seeks to generate understanding of the potential of RJ. 
‘Success for the statutory agency that you’re working with, might be different to what your 
success is’. It is undertaken by savvy practitioners who may feel that they are subverting 
social and organisational norms. Raising awareness is something all services do but 
discussed in terms of a collective we sector identity that is linked to embodying and 
believing in restorative values. However, awareness and profile raising is a cyclical pro
blem that has not improved despite sector evidence from domestic and international 
evaluations of effectiveness (Shapland et al., 2011; Strang et al., 2013). In the restorative 
sector ‘The same conversations that are taking place in 2001 and 2002 are still happening’. 
A direct connection can be drawn across the socio-ecological system, from handling 
micro-system data correctly, being able to evidence work for a service in the meso- 
system, that can provide evidence to support the expansion of the entire restorative 
sector exo-system.

if we can continually contribute to the growth of the integrity of the service . . . it inspires 
confidence in us, the better the reputation . . . we’re gonna get more referrals, then we can 
increase the restorative capacity . . . we can increase the growth of restorative justice . . . I just 
totally believe in the restorative way of working.

Embodying RJ values comes into conflict with how data is used. RJ services are 
trying to raise awareness of their values and their service to generate referrals but 
valued by external services for meeting their data needs, alluding to a professional 
play-off within institutionalisation. Understanding how data shapes other areas and 
services is key to raising awareness. The police or probation point of view that RJ 
can be counted as a sanctioned responses or countable intervention may ‘not be 
born of a belief and a passionate drive for RJ, but that’s what ticks their box’. 
Participants presented a pragmatic approach driven by data, noting that ‘It’s not 
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being naive to different agencies have different views in regard to how much numbers 
matter and from a policing point of view numbers really matter, quality less so, 
numbers really matter’. However, professional knowledge and experience ‘knowing 
what makes the agency tick’ could increase awareness and generate more referrals.

Whilst the marketisation of RJ services has led to competition for contracts (Marder 
et al., 2023), participants highlighted a sector-wide collaboration to ensure practice 
quality, awareness and availability across geographical boundaries. Informal regional 
networks have been formed, some pre-existing the recommendation of APPG-RJ work
stream four (Hobson et al., 2023), although these vary in terms of organisation and 
purpose. Some explicitly share best practice and discuss service data, but this is 
inconsistent due to commercial sensitivity. Peer-supervision for smaller services for 
complex and sensitive cases was seen as vital for reflection and improving practice. 
Larger providers that operate multiple services reported internal processes to analyse 
data across these, alongside participation with some networks. Many services use their 
own social media to promote their successes which feeds into a national or sector 
picture. The role of the RJC was discussed and the potential for them to more 
proactively promote the sector and facilitate data collection, analysis, and dissemina
tion of qualitative and quantitative service data in a national archive as they already 
collect registration and renewal data for practitioners and services and have ideologi
cal power and the general perception of neutrality amongst marketised service 
provision.

A sector wide data approach to understanding RJ awareness was considered as a ‘duty 
of care’ and a ‘responsibility’ for practitioners and services to gather as much meaningful 
and useful information for the RJ sector and share that. Service data can identify challenges, 
trends, and gaps which can then be explored on a national level. However, the issue of RJ 
services practically collaborating on cases has issues in terms of data too. Siloed data 
systems can result in data duplication or services not being able to evidence ‘successes of 
a case’ for their commissioners when a case is held by a practitioner in a different service.

4.4. Policy and governance (macro)

Interviewees described government organisations as having significant institutional power 
to demand data from all services and perceived the purpose of data for those in policy and 
governance as being different from those at other levels. Policy and governance shape the 
types of data services collect and how they organise these (Fisk, 2023), varied approaches 
to doing this are due to manager perception of the value of the MoJ data request.

Furthermore, the purpose of data at this level was unclear due to the two key themes 
that emerged: top-down control of data and institutional ambivalence towards the data 
collected by services. Ineffective macro data requests, non-transparent decision making 
and top-down one-way communication that are contrary to the relational, collaborative, 
dialogical approach of most RJ practices highlight a fundamental clash of values between 
RJ and the dominant CJS (Umbreit et al., 2006).

4.4.1. Data control
The role of the MoJ, the Victim’s Code and the right for members of the public to be 
offered RJ, and the role of re:hub who oversee RJ for HMPSS were key examples of 
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bodies that have a role in RJ data at the macro level. Interviewees described the 
ineffective use of data at this level. Power is exerted through data demands, that 
‘don’t really fit’ and ‘doesn’t make any sense’. They must be adhered to because ‘no 
one can change that’ due to the perception of the institutional power of those 
demanding it.

However, participants highlighted how the MoJ data demands have changed, during 
certain periods ‘changings every six months’ but this only occurs as a top-down activity 
done to services: ‘historically we used to . . . feature victim and offender data, but then they 
got rid of that. So now we only report on victim data’. This highlights how changes in 
institutional policy focus, such as the VCOP, have affected service data collection which 
clash with the values of RJ as a focus has switched to the singular harmed party at the 
expense of data about those who have harmed them. However, some services reported 
that they continue to collect this data despite not being asked to report it, resulting in the 
feeling that the data they use internally ‘tells us a lot more than what the MoJ data does’ as 
‘locally they get quite a lot of qualitative data. MoJ is yes or no’, and a feeling of ‘luck’ that 
services can record a narrative that enables them to ‘look at the immense difference this has 
made. But in terms of the (MoJ) data, that’s not captured anywhere.’

The frustration of macro level data demands are also experienced with re:hub, who are 
perceived as ‘gatekeepers in prison who don’t understand what restorative justice is’. 
Practitioners feel they restrict RJ access for those in prisons and work in ways not aligned 
with restorative values such as accountability, collaboration, and transparency.

it’s really widely known, right the way across the RJ field that we are now required to have an 
information sharing agreement with Re:Hub, and let them know about all of our complex and 
sensitive cases, and then they make a decision as to whether or not they can go ahead and 
that is going to continue to be a real barrier for lots of reasons . . . On what basis are they 
making these decisions? It’s not transparent enough . . . why do they feel like they need to 
and on what basis are they making the decisions? If you could share that with us, we could 
make decisions based on the same criteria. Could we not?

External demands from policymakers, such as frequent changes to data collection require
ments are perceived negatively by service providers who feel pressure to comply without 
collaboration or consideration of the impact on their practices. This reinforces the need 
for a more collaborative approach to data collection and utilisation, something that is 
expected by restorative services given the value base they operate within that runs 
counter to traditional hierarchical CJS processes (Wachtel, 2003).

4.4.2. Institutional ambivalence
The lack of a reciprocal data relationship, and the absence of feedback in terms of 
information and analysis received from the MoJ post-submission highlights institutional 
ambivalence towards RJ seen through data. Participants described how ‘once you send the 
MoJ statistics . . . you just hear nothing back.’ and ‘you don’t see it going anywhere. You don’t 
see it being used or cited in anything’. Changing demands that do not reflect the needs of 
the RJ service are generating reciprocal ambivalence due to the lack of communication 
and dialogue, or effective use of data.

It’s never easy and we don’t align our recording with it. It can be different every time, so it 
doesn’t make any difference. We just work out what we can give it on the data that we’ve got 
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so. Yeah, it’s not, honestly, it’s not something we pay a lot of attention to, really. Don’t 
necessarily see the value in it.

The MoJ also request qualitative case study data from services ‘one or two case studies 
per year’. One participant noted their assumption but with a lack of evidence that the very 
collection of this type of data would infer a purpose, but they had ‘no idea what the MoJ 
did with them . . . surely it goes somewhere or you know, showcase it or something’

The lack of standardisation of data across RJ services is linked to institutional ambiva
lence, as services are recording data in different ways. Participants understood that 
‘everyone records differently’, and ‘everywhere is so different any . . . comparisons are, you 
kind of can’t quite trust those comparisons anyway’. This impacts on the quality of data at 
a sector level, as one participant succinctly summarised, ‘You’re comparing apples with 
bowling balls’. Such ambivalence from representative of the macrosystem towards ensur
ing the quality of data collection reinforces the dominant CJS and prevents RJ developing 
a national evidence base that could lead to institutional change of the CJS and a more 
relational way of dealing with crime. Clearer guidance and support on terminology and 
processes are needed (Fisk, 2023). However, even when strong methods are embedded 
within an individual service and terminology is standardised at the service level, findings 
are rejected by funders and decision makers, highlighting issues with evidencing cause 
and effect that beg the question why is data being collected (Gregory & Evans, 2020)

Where we’ve had robust monitoring and evaluations of both victims and offenders. When 
that data is then being turned in and analysed, we then said look at the impact we’ve had on 
offender substance misuse and alcohol abuse following RJ intervention and met with, well, 
that’s not down to you, though, is it, that’s down to probation service work or drugs and 
alcohol service. How can you make that claim? . . . Then why are we monitoring it?

Whilst RJ services send data to the MoJ, participants noted how the language used in data 
focuses on a single stakeholder, the victim, and suggests an ambivalence towards RJ due 
to the exclusion of those who have caused harm in their data demands. ‘MoJ currently get 
nout in regard to RJ, they get the victim services stuff. It’s not fit for purpose to really reflect RJ; 
it doesn’t really fit’. The minimisation of the role of RJ, or the lack of an explicit mention of 
RJ, and a singular focus on ‘victims’ and victim services is connected to the issue of RJ 
awareness identified in the exo-system. This is also reflected in the inclusion of ‘KPI 9 – 
Victims’ in youth justice services, that measures ‘number of victims engaged in restorative 
justice opportunities as a proportion of the total number of victims who consent to be 
contacted’ (Youth Justice Board, 2023). These measures minimise the role RJ can play for 
all stakeholders and may impact on awareness of RJ for anyone involved in crime if it is 
seen as merely a component of victim services, and not a radical alternative to doing 
justice for all more generally.

RJ is not a primary focus within police services and the organisational culture of the 
police does not align with RJ services (Clamp, 2023). Frequent promotions and staff 
turnover disrupt police relationships with RJ services. RJ services are significantly smaller 
than the police forces they work for, with a limited range of roles, and less room for 
internal and external promotion.

You get a senior police officer who is really, really into it and it’s really, really pushing for it. 
Then they get promoted or retire. And then you start again and it’s another lottery, then once 
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again because it’s not embedded as policy. You’re then very reliant on does he or she believe 
in it.

RJ and the value system it embodies are not embedded at the macro level, indeed the 
ambivalence has a silencing effect which shapes RJ (Maglione, 2022), highlighting further 
still the variations in organisational culture. This constant change, as RJ services must 
continuously rebuild connections with new individuals. This turnover means those in 
leadership who grasp RJ values move on and are replaced by those moving up from the 
frontline who are more focused on practice and will take time to grasp the theory and 
values (Stockdale, 2015). This induces cycles of learning and ambivalence towards RJ 
which hinders the development of data and policy.

5. Discussion

This paper uses a social-ecological systems lens (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1992) to under
stand the purpose of data collected by recording and monitoring processes within RJ 
services from the perspective of practitioners and service managers. The themes identi
fied and their corresponding socio-ecological system are presented in Table 1.

This research highlights how institutionalisation shapes the way RJ service data is used 
and valued (Maglione et al., 2024). A key finding is that the previously identified disparity 
in recording and monitoring processes between RJ services (Fisk, 2023) has wider implica
tions than simply the reliability and validity of data and any subsequent analysis of this. 
The SES lens demonstrates how RJ data illuminates contrasting RJ and CJS organisational 
values, general fragmentation of the RJ socio-ecological system driven by institutional 
control and ambivalence, which leads to poor data use, resulting in the breakdown of 
trust with the macro-level CJS and stagnation of national RJ awareness and growth.

The multifaceted reasons for recording and monitoring across the RJ sector are 
heavily influenced by the top-down power of the macro-system. The imposition of 
NPM principles, embedded in legislation and stakeholder demands, has enforced 
a hierarchical structure on RJ services that is fundamentally at odds with RJ values 
and prioritises quantitative metrics over transformative narratives (Fisk, 2023; Marder 
et al., 2023). This creates inherent tensions between core RJ values and dominant 
CJS practices. These are exacerbated by the perception of RJ services as outsiders, 
culturally opposed to traditional service delivery models (Maglione, 2021). The dis
tinct cultures and values of restorative services, whether externally commissioned or 

Table 1. Purpose of data themes identified across socio-ecological 
systems.

Socio-ecological system Themes identified

Micro-system: 
Participant and practitioner interaction

Initial engagement 
Accurate representation 
Case progress 
Practitioner accountability

Meso-system: 
RJ Service

Reporting for commissioners 
Service development

Exo-system: 
RJ Sector

Raising Awareness

Macro-system: 
Policy and Governance

Data control 
Institutional ambivalence
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integrated within larger organisations like the police (Clamp, 2023), further highlight 
this divide. RJ services often function as internal sub-cultures within larger organisa
tions (Boisnier & Chatman, 2003), adapting data collection methods to balance 
qualitative and quantitative demands. Despite this research supporting previous 
evidence of macro-level resistance to RJ (Schiff, 2013), participants felt leveraging 
subjective success stories through case studies could enhance RJ awareness at the 
macro level. However, the fundamental disconnect between RJ and CJS values risks 
further institutionalising RJ as a mere tool, or contemporary justice mechanism (Daly,  
2016) rather than a holistic approach to the repair of harm (Clamp, 2023; Peters & 
Waterman, 1982). Inconsistent understandings of RJ across organisational levels, 
compounded by staff turnover, hinder sustained implementation (Stockdale, 2015). 
Restorative processes have the potential to foster meaningful dialogue (Wachtel,  
2003), but underlying values are often not explicitly discussed (Schein, 2010). RJ 
services that demonstrate an understanding of the needs of other professionals can 
increase referrals and service provision, effectively acting as a ‘Trojan horse’ for RJ 
values.

Recidivism rates, a quantitative CJS metric, are prioritised over qualitative measures of 
victim satisfaction or community healing. The focus on recidivism in academic literature, 
often mandated by the CJS, sets RJ services up for failure when it comes to evidencing RJ 
service success, as individual service level data capture and any subsequent internal 
evaluations that are not supported by academic research and broader agreements for 
data use struggle to provide robust evidence due to limitations in data access and the 
inherent complexity of isolating RJ’s impact on reoffending. This research has demon
strated how practitioners focus on the progress of the cases they are working, reporting 
active case data to commissioners and informing them of the immediate outcomes when 
a case is closed. Longitudinal data concerning reconviction is not collected by the RJ 
service itself and is therefore not in their direct data remit to report on. Therefore, at the 
service level it is difficult to demonstrate cause and effect of RJ (Menkel-Meadow, 2007; 
Gregory & Evans, 2020) because many services do not have the capacity to evidence this 
themselves. The use of recidivism data and other outcomes less directly tied to RJ 
intervention, such as changes in drug or alcohol use, also requires careful consideration. 
Existing literature highlights the complexity of isolating RJ’s impact on these outcomes 
(Sherman & Stang, 2007). Robust analysis, including control groups and longitudinal 
studies, is still necessary to draw reliable conclusions that are valued by those who control 
funding for RJ and can make policy changes to enable greater access. This gap between 
meso-level services and macro-level policy highlights the missed opportunity for the exo- 
level sector to leverage data to promote RJ awareness.

Case studies, which are currently under-leveraged, can contribute to a richer under
standing of outcomes that resist quantification and offer insights into positive subjective 
experiences of RJ and transformation in their situational context (Fisk, Hobson & Twyman- 
Ghoshal, 2025). A standardised case study framework, capturing both subjective experi
ences of restorative processes and experiences of transformation alongside traditional 
quantitative data, can foster meaningful dialogue with policymakers and the public that 
allows stakeholders to personally relate to the experience of participants through their RJ 
stories. However, the challenge is collation and dissemination. As services continue to 
create their own case studies but publication and awareness of these varies.
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Practitioners demonstrate considerable adaptability, striving to align their data 
collection with stakeholder priorities, reinforcing the evidence that practitioners take 
a nuanced approach in the face of institutionalisation (Butler et al., 2022). Practitioners 
recognise the limitations of measuring all that RJ values quantitatively (Llewellyn et al.,  
2013) but are committed to providing evidence of success and enhancing RJ aware
ness when it is demanded in this fashion (Doak & O’Mahony, 2018; Fisk, 2023). 
However, the limited public and professional awareness of RJ (All-Party 
Parliamentary Group on Restorative Justice, 2022a) hinders the development of 
a cohesive evidence base. The sector-level exo-system embodied by groups such as 
the RJC, where data produced by all practitioners and services could be collected, 
faces significant funding constraints, limiting its capacity to effectively coordinate 
service data, research, and dissemination. The APPG-RJ attempts to address this by 
engaging with dominant hierarchies to elevate RJ’s profile and influence policy 
(Maglione et al., 2024).

The establishment of a centralised data repository (Hobson et al., 2023) would sig
nificantly improve access to and analysis of existing evidence, and has precedence given 
the existence of similar data approaches with the MoJ Data First programme and the NHS 
England digital data collections. Enhanced data tracking and a sector-level approach to 
awareness-raising could foster a deeper understanding of RJ and increase referrals. The 
current lack of a centralised repository, devolution of RJ services, and the prevalence of 
managerialism impede collaboration and the formation of both a serious sector level exo- 
system and the potential for a cohesive national RJ service.

Further research is needed to develop a centralised data repository capable of hosting 
the wealth of service data submitted to the Ministry of Justice (MoJ) that currently goes 
unused. Such a resource would facilitate further empirical research and support the 
generation of key research priorities for the sector as occurs in the NHS and MoJ broadly, 
and signpost stakeholders to current evidence of success in academic publications and 
service evaluations. However, this would have significant financial and logistical implica
tions that would demand collaboration between services, PCCs, the RJC, and central 
government.

5.1. Next steps

This research advocates for a pragmatic approach that acknowledges the socio-ecological 
system (SES) context of data, recognising both the challenges and benefits of institutio
nalisation, while simultaneously supporting practitioners and services in expanding RJ 
implementation. Sustaining macro-level political momentum is essential; otherwise, pro
gress in RJ could be significantly delayed. This necessitates a careful balance between 
preserving core restorative values, navigating marketisation pressures, and addressing the 
challenges of limited awareness and resources within a hierarchical and punitive society.

It is imperative to challenge NPM ideologies and advocate for a balanced 
approach to evidence, which requires employing a diverse range of data collection 
methods to demonstrate success. Considering the range of stakeholder perspec
tives across the SES when capturing the multifaceted and subjective nature of RJ 
success (Fisk et al., 2025) can help bridge the gap in building an evidence base 
that resonates with the organisational language of the listener. These should 
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encompass both tangible outcomes and intangible benefits, as both are crucial 
indicators of RJ’s impact (Fisk et al., 2025).

While caution is warranted regarding the potential for CJS subsumption through 
institutionalisation, organisational theory suggests that internal sub-cultures can effect 
change in entrenched organisational values and cultures (Boisnier & Chatman, 2003; 
Schein, 2010). Currently, the macro-system displays resistance to RJ. However, through 
relational efforts to engage with powerful stakeholders, deliberate actions by practi
tioners and services within their organisations, and collective sector initiatives involving 
politicians and decision-makers, supported by a robust evidence base, the development 
of sub-cultures capable of transforming wider social and political values is possible. 
A centralised repository of evidence would help minimise the impact of organisational 
stakeholder turn-over, but a national RJ service and a dedicated minister for RJ would 
significantly improve awareness and uptake.

By leveraging the institutional power of the exo-system, RJ can develop a pragmatic 
approach to evidencing success, aligning with core RJ values, and addressing the 
various stakeholders and their needs. Regional networks (Hobson et al., 2023) require 
exo-level promotion and recognition to influence local and national macro-level deci
sion-makers. Services often operate in isolation, with distinct organisational cultures, 
and struggle to measure longitudinal outcomes due to their service remits and 
commissioning cycles. Representatives of regional networks could gain institutional 
legitimacy and contribute in a more coordinated and direct way to the RJC’s work. This 
research advocates for sector-level organisations to collaborate with services in devel
oping communication strategies that consider the SES model when disseminating RJ 
evidence to policymakers, professionals, and the public. Sector-level organisations like 
the RJC must leverage their power to unify stakeholders in defining agile ways of 
evidencing success, built on the findings research (Fisk et al., 2025). Further work is 
needed to support RJ services in applying consistent language and measurement 
approaches (Fisk, 2023) to enable cost-effective evaluations of basic components 
without the need for rigorous and expensive external involvement due to increasingly 
limited nature of public funding.

By seeking to demand changes to metrics, or ‘mark its own homework’ (Fisk et al.,  
2025), the need for a more robust approach to RJ service and sector level data collection 
and analysis is highlighted. This study reveals a macro-level authority that neither pro
vides guidance nor support, leaving the current ‘homework’ unmarked and feedback 
absent. Applying the SES lens and the social discipline window (Wachtel, 2003), we see 
that the macro-system imposes and controls metrics but exhibits ambivalence towards 
reported data, stifling RJ growth. The CJS dictates metrics that the RJ system must adhere 
to, yet metrics that capture the true potential of RJ, such as victim empowerment, 
community repair, and long-term behavioural change, are neither collected nor valued 
by the CJS. If the RJ sector can take control of their own data, this has the potential to 
change and subsequently expand RJ awareness and access significantly.
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