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Restorative approaches in residential child care

Introduction
In recent years there has been growing interest in the use of
restorative approaches in residential child care settings, based
on the philosophy and practice of restorative justice. This
interest has been informed by developments elsewhere across
children’s services and concerned with care, education and
justice. 

Youth justice reform has provided the impetus for a review
of risk factors and preventative factors impacting on youth
offending, how youth offending is dealt with and, by
extension, what preventative strategies are needed to deter
potential offenders. Educational initiatives to address
bullying, anti-social and disruptive behaviour and poor
attendance have given rise to national training programmes
and guidance for schools. These strands encompass a
concern for children and young people’s safety and welfare;
a concern for what is perceived as increasing anti-social
behaviour among young people; a need to find effective ways
of dealing with these problems; and a growing realisation
that working with young people and listening to their needs
and to their ideas may provide the key.1

The development of multi-agency and partnership working
has led to the cross-fertilisation of ideas from a variety of
philosophies, working practices and experience. Two
government White Papers, Every Child Matters2 and Youth
Matters,3 set out guidelines for ensuring a partnership
approach across all agencies working with young people,
focusing on five key areas: 

• being healthy

• staying safe 

• enjoying and achieving

• making a positive contribution

• economic wellbeing.

Care Matters: Time for Change4 focused on the specific needs
of children who are looked after by the state and the
Children and Young Persons Bill5 sets in place legislation to
ensure that the issues flagged up by the White Paper are
addressed, with particular emphasis on the need for the voice
of the young people themselves to be heard.

The restorative justice approach to dealing with conflict,
anti-social behaviour and criminal behaviour has been
increasingly used in schools and in the youth justice field
since the late 1990s, and in recent years the approach has
been trialled with adult offenders. Evaluations of this
approach have been positive and suggest that the
opportunity for offenders to meet with those against whom
they have offended, in a facilitated meeting, can make an
impact on their future offending behaviour and also meet the

needs of victims for closure.6–9 The reduction in reoffending
behaviour has been one of the reasons why those working in
the looked-after sector have been drawn to restorative
justice.10

Statistics show that young people in residential child care are
disproportionately represented in the criminal justice arena.3,

11, 12 This situation has arisen not necessarily because children
in care are more likely to offend but because, in the absence
of effective alternatives, the response of care staff to
extremely disruptive behaviour has often been to call the
police, who, when they arrive, are obliged (again, in the
absence of effective alternatives) to deal with the behaviour
as if it were a crime.11 It has been argued that using a
restorative approach instead can divert children in care from
the criminal justice system by ensuring that the incident is
dealt with by staff in such a way that both wrongdoer and
those affected reach a mutually agreed way forward without
recourse to the police.10

This reasoning was the rationale behind the introduction of
a formal process called ‘restorative conferencing’ into certain
children’s care homes several years ago. This process is
predicated on a model that usually involves both ‘victim’ and
‘offender’ (sic) meeting in the company of their immediate
community (parents or carers) and anyone else directly
affected by the incident. All those present recount their
perspective on the situation, their feelings, what they need to
enable them to move on as individuals and how to put things
right. Soft evidence suggests that this formal process can be
highly effective. It requires time for preparation since the
facilitator needs to meet with each participant individually
before the meeting, which can itself be quite lengthy.

Staff in residential child care settings soon discovered that
this more formal process was less useful than they had
hoped, because most of the incidents they needed to address
flared up quickly and required immediate attention. They
requested training in a range of less formal processes, which
were, nevertheless, informed by the philosophy of restorative
justice.13 Their experiences in using these processes have
gradually led to a realisation that the approach requires a
cultural shift in the way staff and young people interact on a
day-to-day basis and that the benefits of using this approach
go far beyond the narrow remit of reducing potentially
offending behaviour.

The benefits of a restorative approach
In her study of the uses of restorative justice in residential
child care, Willmott10 reports benefits to both staff and young
people when restorative approaches are used in conflicts and
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disagreements. ‘Many of the contacts described restorative
justice as being “empowering” for all parties involved,
helping all sides in a conflict or dispute to have their say on
what had happened and giving them a stake in how the
situation might best be resolved and reparation made.’ 

Willmott recognises the sense of empowerment staff feel in
having a wider range of options when dealing with
challenging behaviour. She notes that young people’s
behaviour began to change: ‘It was felt that the young people
were starting to take more responsibility for their own
behaviour. Indeed, some contacts noted that there were
occasions when the young people themselves used some of
the principles of restorative justice in sorting out their own
minor disagreements with other residents or staff.’

In their review of research showing what works best in
children’s homes, Clough, Bullock and Ward14 report that the
quality of the relationship between staff and children, and
also between the children themselves, is a key factor in
successful practice in both fostering and residential child
care. Clough,15 drawing on a summary of research made by
Parker,16 notes that the daily life of children in care must
revolve around their best interests – child-orientated rather
than institution-orientated. 

Clough15 cites certain key factors in developing resident-
centred practice, including: daily life in the home built from
an attempt to produce systems that best match residents’
wants and needs, making time to listen to individual
residents, and involving residents in negotiations about life in
the home.

Berridge17 adds that the most effective staff have an informal
approach with young people, are easy to talk to, listen to
young people with respect, and are frank and challenging but
not ‘pushy’ or ‘nagging’. Restorative approaches do not have
the monopoly in this way of interacting with children but
they can provide a structure and a confidence in dealing with
issues, particularly challenging ones.

Team morale and confidence are raised when staff are given
a structure in which to deal with challenging situations. Low
morale can lead to high staff turnover in an environment
where stability and consistency are vital. Cooper18 notes that:
‘turnover in the children’s workforce is especially important
compared to other sectors. This issue has a strong bearing on
continuity of care: children and young people are particularly
vulnerable to changes in relationships built up with adults.’ 

Underpinning values, principles and skills of a
restorative approach 
This section is adapted from two recent works by Hopkins,
which refer to schools.1, 19

The contribution that restorative training makes is to
indicate how key values, principles and skills can be applied
in a consistent and congruent way even when staff find
themselves faced with difficult and challenging situations.
The starting point comes with an important mindset shift in
approaching conflict and wrongdoing. The key to a
restorative encounter is a focus on the harm that has
happened rather than who is to blame, coupled with a
desire to empower those involved to repair the harm by
giving them ownership of the problem and its resolution. 

A restorative approach in a care setting shifts the emphasis
from managing behaviour to focusing on building,
nurturing and repairing relationships. Behaviour
management policies tend to focus on the behaviour of
young people and usually include reference to sanctions in
the event of rule breaking. These sanctions have the
potential to harm the crucial adult–child relationship. A
restorative care home would need, in contrast, a
relationship management policy, which considers the needs
and responsibilities of every member of that community
towards each other.20 

The development of such a policy is informed by the values
and principles of a restorative approach, such as openness,
self-determination, collaboration, flexibility, equality,
non-discrimination, non-violence, fairness, respect,
empowerment, trust, honesty, voluntarism, healing,
personal accountability, inclusiveness and accountability.21–23

These values are reflected in many of the findings from
Clough, Bullock and Ward.14 

Several authors have described what is needed for young
people and adults to engage in a restorative approach to
conflict and challenging behaviour in care settings: a
willingness to listen to others’ perspectives on a situation
and suspend the notion that there is only one way of
looking at something;24 an ability to listen to the feelings
and needs behind others’ words, especially if these words
are offensive, hurtful or accusatory;25 an ability to be in
touch with their own feelings and needs in order to express
them in a way that is heard and understood by others;25 and
a commitment to giving everyone a chance to share their
story.26 Many of these skills are identified by Clough,
Bullock and Ward as key to best practice in residential child
care.14

Restorative approaches in practice
Staff in residential child care settings need a range of
flexible strategies for dealing with the day-to-day conflicts
and challenges of living and working with young people.13

Young people will learn from staff ways of dealing with
conflict and anger arising from challenging situations both
in the care setting and in other situations, including work
settings, socially with friends and as parents themselves. 

Hopkins writes that the key to dealing with all these
situations lies in keeping key restorative values and
principles in mind, remaining curious and open to the
young person’s perspective, needs and feelings; and
encouraging him or her to take responsibility for finding
ways forward that include the needs of all those who are
affected by the situation.19

Staff trained in restorative methods attest to the value of
keeping in mind five key questions, which inform all
restorative interventions, whether informal, used in the
moment, in one-to-one settings or among groups of young
people in conflict:

• What’s happened?

• What were you thinking as this happened?
And now?

• What were you feeling at the time? And now?



• Who else has been affected by what has happened?

• How can the harm caused be repaired?19

This contrasts with a more punitive framework which
consists in reflections such as: I need to get to the bottom
of this (with the focus on fact finding and gathering witness
statements); I must find out who is to blame; I must deter
and punish the culprits so that they will not do the same
thing again.

Culture change
For some care homes the adoption of a restorative
approach is simply a question of giving a structure and a
name to a range of strategies that have been used
informally already. For others it provides a fresh
opportunity to review the ethos and culture of the home
and strive for consistency and best practice.27

‘Children assisted to develop socially acceptable behaviour
through encouragement of acceptable behaviour and
constructive staff response to inappropriate behaviour’ is
the outcome heading for National Minimum Standard 22.28

Sanctions are mentioned in Standard 22.4 and this is often
interpreted by staff as an endorsement of a rewards and
sanctions-based behaviour management system to
encourage pro-social behaviour and deter anti-social
behaviour. A critique of a rewards and sanctions-based
approach, shared by a restorative view, is that in a system
promoting punishment and rewards, a behaviour, whether
‘good’ or ‘bad’, helpful or harmful, becomes associated
with the negative or positive consequence administered by
those in authority. It relies on others to order the
environment. There is a separation of behaviour and
responsibility. Punishment and rewards then, cushion
people from the impact of their actions and deprive them of
the opportunity to develop empathy and compassion and,
when things go wrong, to put things right.19 It should be
noted that reparation and restitution are included in the
National Minimum Standards (22.3). 

At Bessels Leigh School, a residential school for boys, one
reason for exploring restorative approaches was the
realisation that staff were expending a lot of energy in
trying to enforce a punishment system that was being
increasingly challenged by the young people.27 Similarly,
other homes and schools have been faced by the challenge
of young people growing older and ceasing to value the
‘carrots’ offered for good behaviour. Kohn reported that
the currency of punishments and rewards can become
increasingly worthless and less and less effective.29 

Using restorative approaches to address harmful
behaviours and to develop pro-social communities in the
first place by using regular circles, can encourage the
development of an intrinsic morality, a sense of community
and civic spirit, empathy and, very importantly, a sense of
belonging and connectedness, which is vital if young people
in care are to develop pro-social skills and attitudes.27

Circles involve residents and staff sitting together with an
agreed set of guidelines for listening respectfully to each
other without interruption. Regular, possibly daily, circle
meetings enable everyone to reflect on how they are, how

their behaviour (positive or negative) is impacting on
everyone else, and how everyone can support each other in
living and working together.30, 31

Implementation
The use of restorative approaches in youth settings is
relatively new but, where they are being used, there have
been enthusiastic responses and an increasing number of
providers of services are exploring their potential in
schools, pupil referral units and care settings, especially
residential child care.10, 13, 32, 33, 34 

It makes good sense to develop a coherent restorative
strategy in a locality so that the way in which young people
and situations are dealt with is consistent among the adults
with whom they live, and among those responsible for their
academic, vocational and social education, and other
services.17 One key to effective implementation is support
beyond the home/school gate, not just of an isolated
initiative, but in terms of a locality-wide strategy that is
adequately funded over several years. Another key to
effective implementation in care settings, at the level of the
home itself, is to have the senior managers on board, fully
trained and using these skills with both staff and young
people. Restorative values and principles imply a certain
leadership style.13 In contrast, factors such as high staff
turnover, new management, recent other new initiatives or
changes can militate against effective implementation.
Restorative approaches have been shown to decrease these
negative factors.10

Culture change takes time and the initial training of staff –
usually over five to six days – must be seen only as the first
step. It is crucial to maintain momentum, both strategically
and operationally, and training needs to be ongoing with a
strategy to train all new staff. Initial training involves
developing a range of flexible skills to use in a variety of
situations, from informal and spontaneous, to formal,
involving individual preparation with all those involved. In
training, participants get the chance to practise having
restorative chats involving two people, facilitating face-to-
face meetings with two people in conflict and running
larger meetings, possibly involving everyone in the home,
and sometimes even parents and/or representatives from
the wider community. On completion of training, staff need
to begin using the approach but also to review their
previous procedures, record keeping and protocols.35

Conclusion
Restorative approaches provide strategies that accord with
recent studies of what works best in care settings.14 Research
into those homes using restorative approaches suggests
benefits to both staff and young people.10, 13 These approaches
have been consistently found to address the agendas of the
three government White Papers: Every Child Matters, Youth
Matters and Care Matters.2–4

Recent research suggests that restorative theories that pertain
to criminal justice settings may need to be re-evaluated in the
context of residential child care settings.10 Each context is
different, with different needs and different challenges. The

Restorative approaches in residential child care 



References
1. Hopkins, B (2006) Implementing a Restorative Approach

to Behaviour and Relationship in Schools: The narrated
experiences of educationalists. Unpublished thesis.
Reading: University of Reading.

2. HM Treasury (2003) Every Child Matters. London: TSO.
3. DfES (2006) Youth Matters: Next steps. London: DfES.
4. DfES (2007 Care Matters: Time for change. London: TSO.
5. House of Lords (2008) Children and Young Persons Bill.

London: TSO.
6. Shapland, J and others (2006) Restorative Justice in

Practice. Home Office Findings 274. London: Home
Office.

7. Shapland, J and others (2007) Restorative Justice: The
views of victims and offenders. Ministry of Justice Research
Series 3/07. London: Ministry of Justice.

8. Shapland, J and others (2008) Does Restorative Justice
Affect Re-conviction? London: Ministry of Justice.
http://www.justice.gov.uk/restorative-justice-report_06-08.pdf.

9. Sherman, L and Strang, H (2007) Restorative Justice:
The evidence. London: Smith Institute.

10.Willmott, N (2007) A Review of the Use of Restorative
Justice in Children’s Residential Care. London: National
Children’s Bureau.

11.NACRO (2003) Reducing Offending by Looked After
Children. London: NACRO.

12.NACRO (2003) Looked After Children Who Offend: The
quality protects programme and YOTs. Youth Crime
Briefing. London: NACRO.

13.Littlechild, B (2003) An Evaluation of the Implementation
of a Restorative Justice Approach in a Residential Unit for
Young People in Hertfordshire. Final report. Hatfield:
University of Hertfordshire.

14.Clough, R, Bullock, R and Ward, A (2006) What Works in
Residential Child Care. London: National Children’s
Bureau.

15.Clough, R (2000) The Practice of Residential Work.
Basingstoke: Macmillan.

16.Parker, R (1988) ‘Children’, in  Sinclair, I (ed.) Residential
Care: The research reviewed. London: HMSO.

17.Berridge, D (2002) ‘Residential care’, in McNeish, D,
Newman, T and Roberts, H (eds) What Works for
Children? Buckingham: Open University Press.

18.Cooper, A (2005) The Children’s Workforce in England: A
review of the evidence. London: DfES.

19.Hopkins, B (2004) Just Schools: A whole school approach
to restorative justice. London: Jessica Kingsley.

20.Thorsborne, M and Vinegrad, D (2003) Restorative
Practices in Schools: Rethinking behaviour management.
Milton Keynes: Incentive Publishing.

21.Barton, C (2003) Restorative Justice: The empowerment
model. Sydney: Hawkins Press.

22.Quill, D and Wynne, J (1993) Victim and Offender
Mediation Handbook. London: Save the Children/West
Yorkshire Probation Service.

23.Restorative Justice Consortium (2004) Principles of
Restorative Processes. London: RJC.
http://www.restorativejustice.org.uk/resources/pdf/
Principles_final_doc_2004.pdf

24.Stone, D, Patton, B and Heen, S (1999) Difficult
Conversations. New York: Michael Joseph.

25.Rosenberg, M (1999) Nonviolent Communication.
California: PuddleDancer Press.

26.Pranis, K (2001) ‘Telling our stories and changing our
lives’, The Texas Mediator, 16, 1,1-4.

27.Boulton, J (2006) Restorative Practices as a Tool for
Organisational Change: The Bessels Leigh School.
http://iirp.org/pdf/besselsleigh.pdf

28.Department of Health (2002) Children’s Homes: National
minimum standards. Children’s homes regulations.
London: TSO.

29.Kohn, A (1999) Punished By Rewards. New York:
Houghton Mifflin.

30.Bliss, T (1995) Developing Circle Time.
Bristol: Luck Duck.

31.Bliss, T (2006) Circle Time. Bristol: Lucky Duck.
32.Warren, C (2004) Restoring the Balance.

London: Lewisham Action on Mediation Project.
33.Warren, C and Williams, S (2007) Restoring the Balance 2.

London: Lewisham Action on Mediation Project.
34.Lloyd, G and others (2007) Restorative Practices in Three

Scottish Councils: Final report of the evaluation of the first
two years of the pilot projects 2004-2006.
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2007/08/24093135/0

35.Hopkins, B (forthcoming) Just Care.
London: Jessica Kingsley.

highlight no. 242
Highlight No. 242 © National Children’s Bureau 2008. ISSN: 1365-9081. Highlights may
be reproduced by NCB members for non-commercial circulation within their own
organisation, subject to acknowledgement of source. Contact the Library for further
information. National Children’s Bureau, 8 Wakley Street, London EC1V 7QE. 
Tel: 020 7843 6000. Fax: 020 7278 9512. www.ncb.org.uk 

NCERCC is a major collaborative initiative to improve practice and
outcomes for children in residential child care in England. 

NCERCC provides: 
■ Up-to-date information on significant policy, research and practice

developments 
■ Opportunities to exchange and promote good practice 
■ The means to highlight issues critical to the well-being and life 

chances of children in residential child care 
■ Access to practical tools and materials for service and practice

improvement.

For more information visit www.ncb.org.uk/ncercc

looked-after children sector is evolving its own version of the
restorative approach and may well offer deeper insights and
understandings across children’s services, as it has a tradition
of doing.
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