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Exploring Restorative Justice Practices as a Compelling Response to the Challenges of an

Aging Population As our global population ages, conflicts and difficult conversations emerge.

How will older adults decide who will make end-of-life health and financial decisions for them?

When will dad need to move out of his home and into long-term care? We can’t have mom

living with us anymore because it’s just too hard. Why are my children fighting over where I will

live? Why is my son taking money from me? These are challenging scenarios that ever-

increasing numbers of people are facing. Sometimes these difficulties are discussed in

catastrophic terms:Untenable health-care costs Exhausted pension funds Crises in home-care

and long-term housing And other concerns Certainly, there are some reasons to worry;

however, the challenges facing older adults can be an opportunity for positive change. The

Little Book of Restorative Justice for Older Adults is about providing safe and respectful

processes to assist in resolving conflict and addressing abuse involving older adults, families,

caregivers, and communities. Authors Julie Friesen and Wendy Meek explore ideas to help

connect and support people, building on the strengths and capacities of older adults and their

families, in order to strengthen communities. Restorative justice dialogues help older adults

and their families talk constructively and safely to find ways to move forward together.
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Justice with Older Adults1.IntroductionHow will our family decide who will be power of attorney

for our parents?When will Dad move out of his home and into long-term care?We can’t have

Mom living with us anymore because it’s just too hard.Why are my children fighting over where

I will live?Why is my son taking money from me?These are challenging questions that many

older adults, their families, and communities are increasingly asking as the population ages in

North America and around the world. Population data has been discussed in catastrophic

terms: untenable healthcare costs, exhausting pension funds, and a crisis in at-home care and

long-term housing. Certainly, there are significant strains on older adults, their families, and our

communities. However, these pressures, given the right responses, also create opportunities

for better relationships and healthier communities. We believe approaches based on restorative

justice principles will abundantly support individuals, families, and communities through these

challenges.This Little Book of Restorative Justice examines the use of restorative justice to

respond to situations of conflict and abuse involving older adults. Restorative justice offers

older adults, their families, caregivers, and other people in their lives a safe, respectful process

to assist in resolving conflict and abuse. Restorative justice practices, such as restorative

dialogue, can help older adults and their families talk constructively and safely in order to move

forward together.Our JourneyWe, the authors, work for Community Justice Initiatives of

Waterloo Region (CJI) in Ontario, Canada. CJI is a nonprofit organization known worldwide for

starting the first victim-offender mediation program. During CJI’s history, the organization has

continuously responded to community needs by creatively and innovatively applying restorative

justice principles to new situations. One of CJI’s programs, the Elder Mediation Service (EMS),

is geared toward older adults who have experienced conflict, crime, or abuse.At CJI, we got

involved with restorative justice programming with older adults in early 2000, through Arlene

Groh, a nurse and case manager at a Community Care Access Centre (CCAC) who

specialized in situations of suspected elder abuse. Arlene’s experiences led her to connect with

CJI and other community partners to find an innovative way to work with our aging population.

Arlene found that in many of the elder abuse and conflict situations, criminal charges were not

possible or appropriate. The reasons older adults did not report to the police were complex.

Many situations stemmed from experiences of historically difficult and conflictual relationships.

Even in relationships where they had been taken advantage of or where abuse had been

involved, most of the older adults did not want to involve the justice system for fear of losing

relationships. The older adult may have relied on the person causing harm for help. They likely

loved the person (often a family member) and did not want them to “get into trouble.”

Additionally, some were afraid of reprisal.Arlene’s frustration with the limited options that she

was providing older adults led her to seek a different way to address and prevent these

situations. She was interested in restorative justice but could not find any projects that used it

to respond specifically to conflict and abuse involving older adults. As a result, Arlene

organized a collaborative process that included agencies who provided services to seniors,

interested community members, ethno-cultural community leaders, older adults, and

Community Justice Initiatives to create a restorative justice process that responded to elder

abuse. Arlene’s vision led to the Restorative Justice Approaches to Elder Abuse and

Mistreatment Project. The project piloted restorative justice as a way of addressing elder

abuse. The restorative justice services were provided by Community Justice Initiatives. The

project experienced successes, challenges, and many opportunities, with the final report

acknowledging that the community was now better able to respond to elder abuse



situations.1When the pilot project ended in 2004, CJI continued to operate a restorative justice

service for older adults under its Community Mediation Services (CMS) program umbrella. As

the demand for elder-specific services continued to increase, CJI received funding to create

the Elder Mediation Service (EMS), a new specialized program that uses restorative justice

approaches to respond specifically to situations of elder abuse and conflict. In CJI’s Elder

Mediation Service, program staff and volunteers speak daily with older adults and their support

networks about abuse and other highly complex conflict situations. We have had continuous

exposure to people at the end of their lives who are isolated and heartbroken at the loss of

family relationships, and we understand the importance of reconnecting people to repair

relationships and diminish social isolation. As a result of our work, we also know the relief and

joy that can blossom when abuse has been addressed appropriately and conflict has been

resolved. Relationships can be transformed! Through our work in Elder Mediation Service, we

are able to help families reconnect with each other and build a stronger, more inclusive

community.Relationships can be transformed!Community Justice Initiatives’ understanding of

restorative justice work with older adults owes much to the vision and passion of Arlene Groh.

She subsequently wrote a book on the initial project’s learnings entitled A Healing Approach to

Elder Abuse and Mistreatment: The Restorative Justice Approaches to Elder Abuse Project

(2003). She continues to travel the world, talking about her work and modeling restorative

justice approaches in her training. Her book is a must-read for individuals interested in

approaching older adult conflict, crime, and abuse situations from a restorative perspective.

You can connect with her at .What This Book Will DiscussThe following describes the central

ideas explored in each chapter. We hope you will join us on a journey to discover the

opportunities of restorative justice processes with older adults.Section I: Foundations of

Restorative Justice with Older AdultsIn Chapter 2, we will describe restorative justice,

identifying goals and “signposts.” We will tell you about different tools that we use to help

people be at their best in difficult situations (restorative circles, mediation, social groups, etc.).

We will also discuss limitations: circumstances where we should be cautious about using

restorative justice practices with older adults.In Chapter 3, we discuss the importance of

involving community and challenging ageism in our restorative justice work.In Chapter 4, we

explain issues specific to working with older adults. Like any other application of restorative

justice in a particular area (e.g., with schools or with survivors of sexual abuse), we need to

understand the unique needs of older adults so that, together, we can create processes that fit

our participants and communities.After the first four foundational chapters, we continue the

dialogue of restorative justice and older adults with case studies and specific examples.Section

II: Case Studies of Restorative Justice with Older AdultsIn Chapter 5, we will examine a case

study of elder abuse. We will define elder abuse and talk about how we use restorative justice

in situations of abuse. We will describe the situation of elder abuse and explain how the older

adult, family, and community created a restorative justice process. We will discuss the

outcomes and talk about further learnings when approaching elder abuse from a restorative

justice perspective.In Chapter 6, we will describe situations where adult siblings struggled with

decision-making regarding the lives of their parents. We will describe how a restorative process

needs to ensure that the older adults’ autonomy is paramount. We will discuss how a

restorative justice process worked and what the outcomes were in this situation.In Chapter 7,

we will discuss a situation of caregiver burnout, how this situation was addressed by a

restorative justice process, and the outcomes. We will discuss how the restorative justice

process is used when approaching caregiver conflict.In Chapter 8, we will describe a

community in conflict: a housing complex with a significant amount of conflict among residents.



Here we illustrate our “whole housing complex” strategies where we use our tools to help

residents resolve micro-conflict and work with all residents to create a sense of community

within the building. This is a new way that we are involving community in restorative justice

processes.In Chapter 9, we will reflect on the common themes demonstrated by our case

studies. These themes will point us toward an age-friendly community where a restorative

response is the first response. We will invite you to think about how to make this vision a

reality.Why Use RJ with Older Adults?We have found that restorative justice practices have

many positive outcomes. Using a restorative justice process empowers older adults, creating a

safe space for them to talk about conflict and abuse in their lives while respecting their

autonomy and decision-making abilities. The process provides opportunity for accountability

and finding meaningful, concrete ways to work toward “making things right.”The restorative

justice process also allows for an understanding that conflict and abuse happen in

relationships and that the impacts ripple through family, friends, and community networks. We

involve many people in the restorative justice processes, including family members and friends

of the older adult. These processes acknowledge that family and friendship connections are

important, even if they are abusive or damaged by serious conflict. The processes create

opportunities to repair harm and move forward in a healthy way.Restorative justice empowers

older adults.In evaluating our restorative justice service, we have noted very positive and

practical outcomes for older adults. These outcomes include:• older adults live in safe and

conflict-free environments,• healthier relationships are created with care-givers and

neighbors,• the older adult’s community becomes more aware of the older adult’s and

caregiver’s needs,• the older adult accesses meaningful services that help them connect to

their immediate communities,• and participants enhance their communication and self-

advocacy skills.How to Use This BookThis book is for people who are new to restorative justice

and looking to understand basic principles, as well as for restorative justice programs that are

interested in designing a service specifically for the needs of older adults. We also wrote this

book for older adults and their families who are looking for ways to have their needs

addressed.We hope you will be inspired to use restorative justice to respond to the challenges

of an increasing population of older adults in your own community. We hope you use the

individual case studies to consider how you could help older adults to meaningfully address the

complex situations that create stress and unhappiness in their lives. We also hope that you not

only work with the individual situations of conflict and abuse, but look to create a community

where older adults’ rights are preserved and their autonomy is respected. We believe that the

use of restorative justice along with other community services will reduce the isolation of older

adults by helping people reconnect and reconcile after conflict, crime, or abuse. We have seen

restorative justice work to build lasting relationships that are able to withstand difficult life

circumstances and benefit the entire community.2.Restorative JusticeIn this chapter, we will

briefly touch on the criminal justice system in addressing elder abuse, describe a restorative

justice approach, explain the restorative justice tools we use with older adults, describe the

characteristics of a restorative justice practitioner, and conclude with a discussion of situations

in which we should be cautious in using a restorative justice approach.The Criminal Justice

System and Elder AbuseNear the end of their lives, older adults are sometimes physically or

mentally vulnerable and dependent on others for care. In some situations, older adults may fear

for their safety, their well-being, and their finances. Sometimes the police are called to respond

to circumstances of elder abuse. Where a person who has perpetrated abuse is found guilty, a

punishment is determined by the criminal court system. Consequently, in some cases, the

justice system is able to protect older adults from further abuse. In fact, there are times at



Community Justice Initiatives (CJI) when we will consult with and refer to our local Elder Abuse

Response Team (EART), which is made up of police and social workers who determine if a

criminal charge should be laid as a way to support the older adult, their family, and

caregivers.However, in our experience, older adults usually hide experiences of abuse, and

when they are revealed, they do not want to call the police. Why? The most common answer is

that the older adult does not want to lose the relationship with the person who is abusing them

—often because they rely on that person for help, or they care for that person and want to

protect them.
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