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 Intervention Models and Service Delivery

Toward a Culturally Competent Restorative Justice 
Practice Framework: A Focus on Asian Americans 
 Jung Jin Choi & Margaret Severson

This article suggests a culturally competent restorative justice practice framework for Asian Americans. In developing the 
framework, the historical development and contemporary issues of restorative justice in the West are explored, and the 
salient cultural traits and core elements of cultural competence with Asians and Asian Americans are examined. Tentative 
principles are advanced and recommendations are made for developing a culturally competent restorative justice practice 
framework for this cultural group, who now constitute 4.4% of the American populace, and for whom harmony in inter-
personal relationships and the power of shaming are key considerations.

ABSTRACT

As a nontraditional way of dealing with crime and addressing 
the particular human emotions that result from it, restorative 
justice approaches are widely recognized (Braithwaite, 2002; 

Swan, 2003; Zehr, 1990). Over the last several decades, restorative jus-
tice programs have been implemented extensively throughout North 
America and Europe (Umbreit & Coates, 2000). A growing body of 
research (Umbreit, Coates, & Roberts, 2001; Umbreit, Coates, & Vos, 
2002; Umbreit, Vos, & Coates, 2005; Williams-Hayes, 2002) indicates 
that a restorative justice approach is especially promising in yielding 
participant satisfaction with the adjudication process and for redressing 
harm through the creation of restitution agreements. 

Restorative justice, however, has received very little attention in the 
social work literature (Gumz, 2004; Reamer, 2004; Umbreit, 1994). His-
torically, the social work profession’s involvement in the criminal justice 
system has not been pronounced, particularly because of the punitive 
ideology dominant in the American approach to crime prevention and 
response to criminal behavior (Brownell & Roberts, 2002). Reamer 
points out that despite the profession’s commitment to social justice as 
a core value of the profession, social workers have not been significantly 
and consistently involved in criminal justice matters. Gumz suggests 
that the lack of social work education’s focus on the field of corrections 
largely results from the misalignment of values and missions between 
the social work profession and the justice system. 

Those who have studied restorative justice recognize the compatibility 
of restorative justice concepts with the values long embraced by the social 
work profession (Gumz, 2004; Judah & Bryant, 2004; Reamer, 2004). 
Within the criminal justice context, restorative justice strategies view 
victims as human beings rather than as objects: Victims’ voices are at the 
fore and also at the core of the resolution process. Truth, fairness, personal 
and communal justice, and responsibility are some of these values, but 
their translation into practice, particularly when it comes to addressing 
the complexities of ethnic diversity in meaningful ways and applying 
them cross-culturally, remains a challenge to many social workers. 

Indeed, scholars and practitioners in the United States struggle 
with the cross-cultural challenges that frequently arise in the criminal 
justice, restorative justice context (Umbreit & Greenwood, 1999; Zehr, 
1990). It is not difficult to imagine that context: Whether talking about 
racial profiling, disproportionate minority incarceration, or culturally 
defined responses to criminal behavior, the social science literature 
identifies the challenges and, at the same time, spells out their com-
plexity (Elsner, 2006; Jacobson, 2005; National Council on Crime and 
Delinquency, 2007; Pewewardy & Severson, 2003). Further, in restor-
ative justice processes, where the victims and offenders often speak 
from different cultural experiences, the third-party facilitator may 
also represent a different culture—and, as a result, misunderstandings 
among all the participants become a reality (Umbreit & Coates, 2000). 
Although increasing numbers of authors point to the importance of 
culturally competent restorative justice practice (see Jenkins, 2004, for 
African Americans; Raye, 2004, for Native Americans; and Umbreit & 
Greenwood, 1999, for general guidelines), relatively little conceptual 
work has been done in a cross-cultural restorative justice context (Zehr, 
1990). Although a few studies have tried to trace the restorative justice 
traditions in Asian cultures (see Haley, 1995, 1996), little work has 
been done to develop a culturally competent restorative justice practice 
framework for Asians and Asian Americans. 

In this article, we wrestle with this work, focusing on the Asian 
American population. In 2001, Asian Americans comprised 4.4% of the 
U.S. population, and Asian-born residents accounted for one quarter of 
the total foreign-born population living in the United States (U.S. Census 
Bureau, 2003). Asian Americans collectively represent one of the fastest-
growing populations in the United States, but their experiences have 
generally been understudied (Fong, 1997; Kim, 1995; M. Y. Lee, 2002). 

Nisbett (2003) observes that in Western cultures, conflict between 
individuals is handled to a substantial degree in legal confrontations, 
with attorneys speaking for their clients, whereas in Asian cultures, 
conflict is likely to be handled by intermediaries, consistent with the 
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Confucian value of achieving harmony in interpersonal and social 
relationships. Similarly, Berg and Jaya (1993) note that in Western 
cultures, the presumption going into the adjudicatory process is that 
there is a right and a wrong—and, consequently, in achieving justice, 
there will be a winner and a loser. In contrast, in Asian culture, conflict 
resolution is more likely to mean hostility reduction, and compromise is 
presumed to be the likely means to that end (Nisbett). Thus, patterns of 
conflict resolution in Asian cultures have evidenced important aspects 
of restorative justice traditions, and they have shed some light on the 
rationale that Asian Americans might be more likely than others to 
want to engage in the restorative justice process. 

To advance a culturally competent restorative justice paradigm for 
Asian Americans—particularly for those with origins in the East Asian 
countries of China, Japan, and Korea—this article addresses one spe-
cific question: What adaptations must be considered to apply restorative 
justice principles to this distinctive cultural group? We begin by explor-
ing the development and contemporary status of restorative justice—
particularly in Europe and North America, the Western model—from 
a historical and social work perspective. Next, we explore the salient 
common cultural traits and restorative justice traditions of Asians and 
Asian Americans. Finally, we set out several tentative principles that 
are useful in moving toward a culturally competent restorative justice 
framework for the Asian American population. 

The Development and Contemporary Status of 
Restorative Justice Approaches

Defining Restorative Justice
Restorative justice practice offers an opportunity to highlight the 
humanity of both the victim and the offender, highlighting the victim’s 
experience within a process that is both personal and justice-oriented. 
The victim’s voice is at the fore, and the centrality of the interper-
sonal dimension—that relationships among people are important, 
particularly the relationship between the offender and the victim—is 
at the heart of the process (Zehr, 1990). Crime is viewed as a violation 
of people and their relationships. When a crime occurs, a restorative 
response focuses on the harm done to victims, to communities, and to 
those who commit the crimes (Van Ness, 2004; Zehr, 1990, 2002), and 
it occurs in a participatory process where information, dialogue, and 
mutual agreement between victims, offenders, and communities are 
emphasized (Lemley, 2001). Restorative justice practice presumes that 
the offender has the primary responsibility to make things right—by 
making tangible reparations and also by repairing the relationships 
harmed by the offender’s actions (Zehr, 2002). If and when appropri-
ate, the relationship between the offender and the victim is restored 
(United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime [UNODC], 2006). In short, 
restorative justice means involving the victim, the offender, and the 
community in searching for solutions that promote repair, healing, and 
reconciliation (UNODC; Van Ness). In restorative justice, offenders are 
given an opportunity to take responsibility for their wrongdoings, and 
they take an active role with the victim in interpersonal problem solving 
(Braithwaite, 2002; Zehr, 2002). 

Although there is no single right way to translate restorative justice 
principles into practice (Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Pre-
vention [OJJDP], 1998; Zehr, 2002), the most documented and broadly 
used expressions of restorative justice are found in the forms of victim-
offender mediation (VOM), family group conferencing (FGC), and heal-
ing circle (HC) programs (Lightfoot & Umbreit, 2004; Umbreit, 1998). 

VOM, based on Mennonite tradition, brings the victim and offender 

together with a mediator in an effort to make amends for the harm 
inflicted and, in the process, to ask the questions often left unspoken in 
the traditional adversarial process (i.e., “Why me? Why did you victim-
ize me?”). VOM emphasizes victim healing, offender accountability, 
and restoration of loss; in doing so, it allows for the important process of 
sincere apology to occur (Bradshaw & Umbreit, 1998; Zehr, 1990). 

FGC, rooted in the dispute resolution traditions of the Maori people, 
has been widely accepted in both New Zealand and Australia (Morris 
& Maxwell, 1993). FGC brings the victim and offender—and their fam-
ily members, friends, and key supports of both parties—to the table 
(OJJDP, 1998). Though there are FGC programs in the United States, 
the acceptance and growth of FGC in the United States is not as wide-
spread as that of VOM programs (Bazemore & Schiff, 2005; Bazemore 
& Umbreit, 2004; Lemley, 2001). 

Healing circles are rooted in the traditional sanctioning and healing 
practices of Native American cultures (Bazemore & Umbreit, 2004; 
Lemley, 2001; Zehr, 1990). Healing circles bring together the victim, 
offender, family members, and a number of community members (such 
as justice and social service personnel) and interested community 
residents in a process of resolving the tangible and intangible harms 
that result from the offender’s conduct (Bazemore & Umbreit). Within 
the confines of the “circle,” all of the victims’ voices are heard so that 
the offender might appreciate the wide impact of his/her actions and 
healing can begin. Participation is voluntary and, although not highly 
structured, organized so that each person who wishes to talk is given 
the time and the respect to do so (Pranis, 2005).

Niemeyer and Schichor (1996) contrast restorative justice principles 
with those of the traditional retributive justice perspective because, 
in theory, they have the least in common. A retributive justice system 
emphasizes punishment and stigma: when a crime occurs, the state 
stands in the place of the victim and redresses the crime through the 
perpetrator’s incapacitation or other methods of deterrence and retri-
bution (Lemley, 2001; Zehr, 1990). Often the interests of the state take 
precedence to those of the victim and the sanctions have little relevance 
to him/her (United Nations Office for Drug Control and Crime Preven-
tion [UNODCCP], 1999; Weitekamp, 1999). Thus, retributive justice 
focuses on the offender; the impact of the crime on the victim and on 
the community is hidden. 

The Evolution of Restorative Justice
Restorative justice has its roots in ancient times, though its strategies 
have developed and changed over time (Nader & Combs-Schilling, 
1975). Almost all known societies used forms of restorative justice, such 
as restitution or compensation, when a wrong occurred (Braithwaite, 
1999; Weitekamp, 1999; Zehr, 1990). In ancient societies, restitution 
to victims and their kin frequently took precedence over taking action 
against the offender, because the reestablishment of peace in the soci-
ety was of the utmost importance (Weitekamp). In these early justice 
systems, the victim’s formal and informal social network—including 
the family, village, and tribe—assisted in his/her recovery (UNOD-
CCP, 1999). Over time, restitution made to victims by offenders for the 
wrongs done has become increasingly rare (Johnstone, 2002).

The state is the dominant power in the contemporary criminal justice 
system, and crime is perceived as a wrong against the state rather than 
as an act against an individual (Johnstone, 2002; Niemeyer & Schichor, 
1996; Weitekamp, 1999). Historically, the state’s motive for assuming 
the victim’s position in criminal matters was greed; punitive power 
was utilized to portray political power (Braithwaite, 1999). When the 
state assumed responsibility for the investigation, prosecution, and 
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adjudication of the offense, the victim was afforded fewer opportunities 
for direct participation in the process, and the victim was essentially 
neglected (Weitekamp). 

A growing number of states have modified their constitutions to 
explicitly express the state’s respect for the interests of crime victims 
(Lightfoot & Umbreit, 2004). The VOM model is predominant among 
the more than 750 restorative justice approaches used in the United 
States (Bazemore & Schiff, 2005), thus it provides the context for our 
discussion of restorative justice. 

Theoretical Support for Restorative Justice
Braithwaite (1989) proposes a theoretical foundation for restorative 
justice known as “reintegrative shaming,” which integrates a respect 
for fundamental human rights, disapproval of wrongdoing, and sup-
port for reintegrating offenders into society. Braithwaite (1989) argues 
that “a self-fulfilling prophecy unfolds” (p. 18) because of the stigma-
tizing effects of labeling someone as deviant. To be effective against 
crime, argues Braithwaite, societies should not be tolerant of crime, but 
should be both “spiteful and forgiving” of it (p. 21). Thus, disapproval 
of the offender can be communicated within a continuum of respect 
(Braithwaite, 1999).

Building on Braithwaite’s work, Leibrich (1996) talks of three types of 
shame—public humiliation, personal disgrace, and private remorse—
and asserts that reintegrative shaming is likely to be most effective 
when it results in both personal disgrace and private remorse, rather 
than in public humiliation only. In this understanding, two types of 
shaming exist on a continuum: stigmatizing on one end and reintegra-
tive on the other (Makkai & Braithwaite, 1994). Whereas stigmatization, 
a product of the retributive approaches of traditional justice systems, 
creates outcasts in a disrespectful and humiliating way, reintegrative 
shaming works in a way that respects the person as being essentially 
good, but demonstrates disapproval of the wrong act (Braithwaite, 
1996). Braithwaite (1996) argues, “Reintegrative shaming is superior 
to stigmatization because it minimizes risks of pushing those shamed 
into criminal subcultures, and because social disapproval is more effec-
tive when embedded in relationships overwhelmingly characterized by 
social approval [italics added]” (p. 68). Alas, “repute in the eyes of close 
acquaintances matters more to people than the opinions or actions of 
criminal justice officials” (Braithwaite, 1996, p. 69). 

The implications of reintegrative shaming theory are especially 
important to Asians because of the distinctive functional roles of 
shame, saving face, and family relations in traditional Asian culture—a 
culture strongly influenced by Confucianism, which emphasizes the 
family and community over the individual. In putting forth principles 
for culturally competent restorative justice practice with Asians, we 
hypothesize two things: (a) Because of their cultural traditions, Asian 
Americans may be more likely than others to want to engage in the 
restorative justice process; and (b) Asians Americans may perceive their 
experiences in VOM as humiliating and shameful, more so than would 
people from cultures influenced by individualism. 

In the following, we review the components of culturally competent 
restorative justice for Asian Americans. 

Culturally Competent Restorative Justice

Cultural Competence in Social Work: Knowledge, Skills, 
and Values
There are many rich discussions in the social work literature about the 
meaning and achievement of cultural competence (see Green, 1999; D. 

Lum, 2007; Robbins, Chatterjee, & Canda, 2006). Scholars have identi-
fied three important aspects of cultural competence: knowledge, skills, 
and values (Cross, Bazron, Dennis, & Isaacs, 1989; Matthews, 1996; 
McPhatter, 1997; Weaver, 2004). Cross et al. define cultural competence 
as dependent on the continual acquisition of knowledge, the develop-
ment of new and more advanced skills, and an ongoing self-evaluation 
of progress. Weaver observes that cultural competence involves recog-
nizing a client’s culture and its influence on the helping process and 
then being able to provide culturally congruent services. Consequently, 
in order to deliver culturally competent restorative justice services, 
practitioners need to acquire knowledge about specific populations, be 
equipped with the right skills to deliver the services, and be aware of 
their own values, biases, and beliefs (Mason, Benjamin, & Lewis, 1996; 
Ronnau, 1994; Weaver).

Lee and Green (1999) make a distinction between cultural competence 
and culturally sensitive practice, suggesting that the latter focuses on 
being open to cultural differences, whereas culturally competent prac-
tice focuses on the specific cultural ways of clients. Their distinction cre-
ates an imperative for restorative justice practitioners to focus on clients’ 
specific cultural norms and traditions as they guide the restorative work 
(Ragab, 1990; Walton & Abo-El-Nasr, 1988). To achieve any measure of 
cultural competence, practitioners must understand and accept diverse 
cultural norms and practices as being valid (Robbins et al., 2006) and 
recognize the power of cultural scripts in shaping client behavior and 
values and in guiding the delivery of services to clients (Pabon, 1998). 

The concept of authentization, coined by Walton and Abo-El-Nasr 
(1988, p. 136) and further elaborated by Ragab (1990) is especially rel-
evant in understanding cultural norms, practices, and scripts. Authen-
tization requires practitioners to go “back to the roots to seek direction” 
(Ragab, 1990, p. 43) for cultural competence. Kee (2004) understands 
this concept as “a search from within” (p. 336) a client’s own culture. 
The restorative justice practitioner must refocus on the worldviews and 
cultures of the local people when practicing in a culturally competent 
manner. Thus, a culturally competent approach for Asian Americans 
should redirect practitioners toward acquiring a rich understanding of 
Asian American cultural norms and traditions. 

The East in the West: Culture and Asian Americans

The population of Asian Americans referenced—including people of 
Chinese, Japanese, and Korean origins—reflects a variety of educa-
tional, political, socioeconomic, and religious backgrounds as well as 
different migration histories (E. Lee, 1997; U.S. Census Bureau, 2003). 
While three different subgroups of Asian Americans exist—including 
Southeast Asians, Asian Indians, and other Asians—there is a great 
diversity within the Asian populations (Morelli, 2005). As Berg and 
Jaya (1993, p. 31) assert, it is impossible to generalize characteristics of 
Asian American families because there is no typical Asian American 
family. At the same time, there are cultural values that distinguish 
Asian Americans from other Americans (Uba, 1994). While singularly 
categorizing these disparate groups of Asian Americans can partly hide 
individual differences and lead to the formation of stereotypes, it is 
important to the development of cultural competency and to the growth 
in one’s understanding of Asian Americans to see Asian Americans as 
one and as many—to appreciate the generalizations and to commit to 
developing a further understanding and respect for the differences that 
exist among people. 

Asian Americans infrequently use social services, receive poorer 
quality of care when they do, and have a higher proportion of unmet 
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needs (Morelli, 2005; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 
1999). As the fastest-growing ethnic population in the United States, 
Asian Americans are desperate for services designed and delivered in 
a way that is consistent with the values of their unique cultures. These 
values include strong mutual support; interdependence among family 
members; strong hierarchical, stable patterns of family relations with a 
strong sense of obligation; a strong family influence for matters outside 
of the family; and problem solving that occurs within the family rather 
than with reliance on professional helpers (Green, 1999). 

S. X. Zhang (1995) measured shaming in different ethnic contexts 
and found that for most Asian parents, the arrest of a child is not only 
considered “an embarrassment for the family, but also an indication of 
failure in parental efforts to steer the child in the right direction” (p. 
259). The study interviewers also observed that many Asian mothers 
wept during the interviews. They also expressed remorse over their chil-
dren’s behavior that caused trouble in society. Many parents considered 
the punishment such as the fines and community service “as a pay-
back to society” (p. 260). In contrast, in the same study, many African 
American parents viewed an arrest as another confrontational incident 
with the justice system directed more at external and social factors. 
Another significant finding of the study was that new immigrant Asian 
parents with delinquent children born abroad were much more likely 
to use shaming than were other parents who had assimilated into the 
Western culture. 

Bae (1996, 2000) investigated the possibility of implementing restor-
ative justice strategies in the Korean context. The researcher asked 
several questions to Korean juvenile offenders, including “For whom do 
you feel the most sorry right after your offense?” Most of the juvenile 
offenders responded that they felt sorry for their parents, because the 
parents were doing their best and the juveniles were failing to meet their 
parents’ expectations. Only a few juvenile offenders answered that they 
felt sorry for their victims. In attempting to explain these answers, Bae 
points out the unique family-oriented culture of Koreans.

Nisbett (2003) suggests that there are differences in the nature of the 
Asian thought process, differences that make Asians distinctive from 
people of other cultures. At least two salient cultural traits are both 
valued and socially functional when it comes to understanding Asian 
Americans: Confucian culture and shame (Berg & Jaya, 1993; Green, 
1999; Kim, 1995; E. Lee, 1997; M. Y. Lee, 2002; Morelli, 2005; Tsukuda, 
1999; Uba, 1994; Yip, 2005). 

Confucian Culture
Confucian philosophy has been at the core of Asian survival through 
their cultural history (Morelli, 2005). Canda (2002) defines Confucian 
philosophy as “a system of social ethics and ritual forms based upon a 
holistic cosmology that promoted harmony between heaven, earth, and 
humanity” (p. 3). Yao (2000) explains that Confucianism is more than 
the values of a group of people; it contains a sociopolitical program, an 
ethical system, and a religious tradition. It functions as an underly-
ing ideology and a guiding principle that reflects the Chinese attitude 
toward life and the world—but Confucianism also has spread to Korea 
and Japan, flourishing in both countries in distinctive ways (Canda; 
Yao). Consistent with the influence of Confucianism, the value of har-
mony in interpersonal relationships is important (Yao). 

The influence of Confucianism on Asians is seen in their being 
more likely to have a family orientation that causes individuals to 
subordinate their personal goals, interests, and welfare to that of their 
families’ welfare (Yang, 1995). Similarly, Yip (2005) notes that Asian 
cultures place an emphasis on collectivism and familism, which cre-

ates interdependence rather than independence in social relationships. 
Nisbett (2003) cites Henry Rosemont, who has written on individuals 
in a Confucian culture: 

 
I am the totality of roles I live in relation to specific others…Taken 
collectively, they weave, for each of us, a unique pattern of personal 
identity, such that if some of my roles change, the others will of 
necessity change also, literally making me a different person. (p. 5) 

This social weaving of relationships is especially exemplified in filial 
piety, defined as duty to one’s parents: unquestioning loyalty, obedi-
ence, care, concern, and anticipation of parental needs (Chan, cited 
in Morelli, 2005). Therefore, family members are responsible for one 
another (Kim, 1995). 

Several studies (Chang, 1996; Huang et al., 2004; Leong, 1986) report 
that some members of Asian American populations are less assertive 
and more submissive than those in non-Asian American populations. In 
particular, Huang et al. note that this demeanor, consistent with Asian 
values, may result from the struggle for harmony and, consequently, 
result in discouraging individualism. In their study, however, Sue, Ino, 
and Sue (1983) found that their Chinese American participants were 
just as assertive as Caucasian participants in certain situations, such as 
in informal settings or when with members of their own ethnic back-
ground. In contrast, the participants tended to be nonassertive when 
with authority figures or in public settings where non-Asian American 
individuals were present. Such findings have implications for the nego-
tiations that go on within the restorative justice context, and they will 
be addressed further in this article. Still, as Leong highlights, the degree 
of acculturation between earlier and later generations of Asians should 
be considered, because later generations are more likely to internalize 
the mainstream culture of America, as S. X. Zhang (1995) also discussed 
earlier. 

Shame
Given the importance of collective existence and family lineage in tra-
ditional Asian cultures, many Asians avoid using formal social services 
for fear of shaming the family name and/or losing face (I. Lee, 2005; M. 
Y. Lee, 2002; J. Lum, 1998). The behavior of individual members of an 
Asian family reflects on the whole family; thus, the avoidance of shame 
is the principal tool used to control the behavior of family members in 
this culture (Kim, 1995). Berg and Jaya (1993) observe that interper-
sonal relationships among Asians are based on shame more than guilt. 
For instance, failure in school, disobedience, and juvenile delinquency 
are sources of great shame for the family. In explaining the shame in 
Asian domestic violence situations, M. Y. Lee (2002) reveals that dis-
closing violence may have different cultural meanings. On one hand, it 
can be interpreted as a demonstration of courage or a show of personal 
strength; on the other hand, it “may also mean exposing weakness to 
outsiders, shaming the family name, violating the virtues of perse-
verance and endurance, challenging male supremacy, and bringing 
disruption to the family” (M. Y. Lee, 2002, p. 474). Consequently, Chan 
(cited in Morelli, 2005) notes that public disclosure of family problems, 
although it is to provide information to a helping professional, is still 
very difficult for many Asian families, because it may be considered a 
betrayal of family trust as well as a disgrace of family honor.

Restorative Justice in the Asian Cultures 
Haley (1995) asserts that restorative justice programs in North America 
and Europe do not reflect a global experience. Many scholars have 
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found that the restorative elements of Japanese social control are 
both influential and sophisticated (Braithwaite, 2002; Haley, 1995, 
1996; Zehr, 1990). Kawashima (cited in Stookey, 1975) reports that the 
Japanese system of restitution is almost entirely settled by extrajudicial 
agreements; the Japanese prefer extralegal decisions because they do 
not focus on the conflict, but rather on the negotiating process. Haley 
(1995, 1996) observes that Japan has been successful in significantly 
reducing crime during the 1980s and 1990s because of the communi-
tarian orientation of Japanese culture and because of their restorative 
model of criminal justice. Since effective crime control requires rein-
tegration of the offender into the community, communitarian societies 
can be more effective in crime reduction and prevention (Braithwaite, 
1989). In Japanese culture, when offenders confess, they or their 
families tend to approach victims to make redress and seek forgiveness. 
Typically, victims accept the offerings and offer pardon, which is often 
communicated formally to prosecutors and courts (Haley, 1996). Zehr 
(1990, p. 218) identifies the unique variables of the Japanese restorative 
justice model: (a) the offender’s willingness to acknowledge guilt, (b) an 
expression of remorse and making compensation to the victim, and (c) 
the victim’s willingness to receive compensation and to pardon.

The Chinese approach to restorative justice also has drawn attention 
(Braithwaite, 2002; Zehr, 1990), particularly the bang jiao program 
(Lu, 1999; X. Zhang, 2004). Lu defines bang jiao as “the efforts by 
social groups including private and state institutions, neighborhood 
organizations, schools, and workplaces to help correct individuals’ 
deviant behaviors and thoughts, and to help them come to terms with 
social norms and be reintegrated back into the society” (p. 116). In 
bang jiao, the participation of local community members is important 
to educate former offenders during their reintegration process and to 
keep them from recidivating (X. Zhang, 2004). Neighborhood bang 
jiao—comprised of groups of neighborhood committee members such 
as community police officers, teachers, coworkers, family members, 
and community activists—provides supervision and assistance to for-
mer offenders (Lu). Lu identifies three major components in bang jiao 
reintegration activities: (a) decertifying offenders’ deviant status; (b) 
facilitating offenders in starting a new life; and (c) engaging offenders in 
various community activities and services, such as cleaning the streets 
and providing free repairs. 

The restorative justice traditions in Asian cultures evidence the 
unique locality and indigenousness seen in the origins of Western 
restorative justice practices such as VOM. These two examples from 
Japan and China provide ideas about culturally acceptable methods 
used to rehabilitate the offender. However, both fall short of fully inte-
grating the victim into the restorative justice process, whereas a focus 
on the victim has been a key in the American application of restorative 
justice methods.

Toward a Culturally Competent Restorative 
Justice Framework

The recent development of restorative justice in North America is an 
example of a majority culture being influenced by local restorative jus-
tice traditions (Barron, 1998). Swan (2003) speculates that restorative 
justice in the future will likely emerge from other Westernized interpre-
tations of indigenous theory and practice. To move toward a culturally 
competent restorative justice for Asians and Asian Americans, practi-
tioners need to begin and end the conversation with principles based on 
cultural traditions. Applying a Westernized restorative justice frame-
work to Asian Americans without gauging the historical and present 

sociocultural context is an error, not only because cultural traditions 
and mores should be honored, but also because one risks misapplying 
the principles themselves (Zehr, 1990). Practitioners must understand 
that the principles proposed here allow for flexibility; they account for 
the uniqueness of individual expression and the recognition that there 
is no fixed Asian American culture. 

Umbreit and Coates (2000) suggest that restorative justice practitio-
ners working with participants from multicultural backgrounds must 
(a) know themselves, (b) know the participants, and (c) prepare the par-
ticipants. They assert that opportunities for restorative justice can only 
be enhanced when those who work in justice programs take the time 
and expend the energy to understand cultural differences and related 
communication problems. In their restorative justice practice, practitio-
ners must study the cultures at the table, be aware of their own values 
and biases, and reflect upon their own behaviors and communication 
styles. Armed with the relevant cultural knowledge, practitioners will 
be better prepared to work with diverse groups of participants.

In the restorative justice context, the salient cross-cultural traits of 
Asians and Asian Americans include (a) the value of harmony in inter-
personal and social relationships based on Confucian culture and (b) 
the fear of shaming the family name. While retributive justice schemes 
may lead to cycles of vengeance and violence, a restorative response can 
lead to cycles of balance and harmony (Zehr, 2002). Zehr argues that by 
emphasizing the importance of interconnectivity in restorative justice, 
“we are all connected to each other and to the larger world through a 
web of relationships” (p. 35). Drawing upon the common cultural values 
of harmony and interdependence in restorative justice and Asian cul-
tures, Asian Americans can begin to restore interpersonal relationships, 
heal injuries, and create and make use of opportunities for offenders to 
take responsibility for their crimes. 

Shame has different meanings and significance in different cultures. 
In some European cultures, shame is more about the individual person, 
but with Asians and Asian Americans, shame is principally about both 
the individual and the family (Braithwaite, 1999). Thus, applying the 
Western model of VOM to Asian Americans should be done with this 
knowledge in mind. When the families of both the victim and offender 
are invited to a VOM, it may be experienced as a source of shaming the 
family name—so for many Asian Americans, it also means a loss of 
face. As S. X. Zhang (1995) observes, Asian parents may interpret the 
circumstances that bring the child into the VOM process as their own 
personal parenting failure. Also, it may be difficult for Asian Ameri-
cans, as victims of crime, to witness a moment of authentic shame and 
remorse from the offender with a different ethnic background, because 
in individual Western law, guilt is individual and the individual concept 
of guilt ignores the importance of context (Braithwaite, 1999; Zehr, 
1990). In a culturally competent restorative justice model for Asian 
Americans, care must be taken to understand the meaning of shame 
from both the offender’s and family’s perspectives, so that the process 
does not alienate the family or end in a disrespectful and humiliating 
experience for them. 

In their family lives, in order to ensure harmonious social interac-
tion, Asians tend to follow intricate rules of communication—based on 
social status, age, sex, education, occupation, family background, and 
marital status—that determine what is communicated and how it is 
communicated (Chan, cited in Morelli, 2005). Delivering an apology is 
an example of a culture-bound communication event (I. Lee, 2005). In 
Asian cultures, influenced by Confucianism, when one’s action results 
in another’s injury, an apology is expected. In the United States, a sys-
tem of allegations and denials is integral to the legal culture, the culture 
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in which many restorative justice practitioners are trained and the sys-
tem that often serves as the catalyst for a VOM referral. In reality, some 
VOM processes occur within the criminal justice system (Bazemore & 
Schiff, 2005; Bonta, Jesseman, Rugge, & Cormier, 2006). Consequently, 
an Asian offender or his/her parent may be seen as being overly apolo-
getic, and such apologies may be interpreted as admissions of guilt that 
may lead to more severe legal repercussions. 

Umbreit (1995) observes that if one or both VOM participants 
are uncomfortable with talking face to face, one of the parties can 
abuse the other by intimidation or aggression. We think that Asian 
Americans in VOM situations may be at particular risk to face such 
difficulties. Thus, to develop culturally competent restorative com-
munication skills with Asian Americans, we think that Morelli’s (2005) 
suggestions are helpful for practitioners, especially those with Anglo 
American cultural backgrounds. Practitioners should do the following: 

Observe nonverbal and indirect communication carefully, 1.	
because those forms of communication convey more informa-
tion than verbal communication.
Listen more than speak. 2.	
Be aware of one’s own feelings about being silent and how those 3.	
feelings might be communicated nonverbally.
Be patient as well as alert.4.	
Assess the language proficiency of the participants, given 5.	
the complicated and difficult nature of VOM conversations. 
(Morelli, 2005)
In addition, practitioners must provide a trained interpreter 6.	
for Asian American participants who have limited second-
language skills.

Implications for Practice

Our review of the historical development of restorative justice in West-
ern countries reveals that its roots are as old as human history (John-
stone, 2002; Weitekamp, 1999). The recent development of restorative 
justice in the West is one in which the importance of bringing forth the 
local culture and justice traditions and adapting them to the American 
justice system must be underscored. To construct a culturally compe-
tent restorative justice practice for Asian Americans, it is necessary for 
practitioners to learn about this population’s rich cultural and justice 
traditions; these indigenous traditions should resonate in contemporary 
restorative justice practice approaches. Also, the danger of oversimplify-
ing the Asian and Asian American cultures should not be taken lightly. 
Practitioners must be wary of stereotyping; not all traits are bound by 
culture, and thus not all of the members of the population will share 
them. The dialogue on restorative justice and its potential as a culturally 
competent approach with certain cultural populations must continue 
and be used as the springboard to promote the evolution of restorative 
justice approaches in the United States and elsewhere. Practitioners 
who facilitate restorative justice strategies with Asian Americans must 
provide informed and quality services, and they can only do so with 
enhanced cultural competence (Weaver, 1999).

Restorative justice has a unique place in the larger criminal justice 
realm. Its compatibility with social work values is clear; social justice, 
the support and maintenance of personal dignity, and the importance 
of interpersonal relationships and professional competence are at the 
foundation of social work and restorative justice practice. The frame-
work we have proposed suggests a reflexive process: A collaborative 
pursuit of knowledge and understanding that occurs between practitio-

ners and researchers—and out of which a dynamic framework for more 
culturally competent practice with the Asian American populations—
will emerge. Importantly, this collaboration will promote cross-cultural 
exchange and learning between different cultures for the mutual benefit 
of all (Canda, 2002). To move toward culturally competent restorative 
justice for Asian Americans, we propose these practice guidelines:

Recognize needs. Particularly the participants’ personal needs and 
the social imperative for culturally competent restorative justice prac-
tice with Asian Americans.

Consider limits. Critically consider and acknowledge the limits of 
the Western restorative justice model.

Be aware. Assess one’s own values and biases; embrace the personal 
and social challenges inherent in exposure to new cultures as living 
representations of justice.

Understand. Know the cultural roots and implications of shaming 
and the nuances of family communication. 

Increase knowledge. This includes Asian Americans’ salient cultural 
traits such as the importance of family, the concept and meaning of 
shame, and their restorative justice traditions.

Be wary of stereotyping. Not all traits apply to all Asian Americans.
Provide feedback. Voice and document what is learned in practice, 

and collaborate with researchers to modify the restorative justice mod-
els to ensure their cultural sensitivity.

Conclusion
To move toward culturally competent restorative justice, we believe that 
one must be highly sensitive to the cultural traditions and norms and 
ways of being that may influence the restorative justice process in both 
good and bad ways. Morris (2002) comments that we may need more 
time to translate the critical values that are part and parcel of restor-
ative justice theory into good modern-day restorative justice practice. 
In taking the first step at opening the dialogue, we begin by building on 
theory in the effort to achieve culturally competent restorative justice 
practices with Asian Americans. 
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