
A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW OF HUIKAHI REENTRY CIRCLES:  

A RESTORATIVE JUSTICE PROCESS FOR FAMILIES 

IMPACTED BY INCARCERATION 

 

 

 

 

 

A THESIS IN  

Criminal Justice and Criminology 

 

 

 

 

 

Presented to the Faculty of the University 

of Missouri-Kansas City in partial fulfillment of  

the requirements for the degree 

 

MASTER OF SCIENCE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

by 

CAROLINE ATKINSON 

 

B.A., University of Missouri-Kansas City, 2019 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kansas City, Missouri  

2022



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© 2022 

 

CAROLINE ATKINSON 

 

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED



 iii 
 

 

A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW OF HUIKAHI REENTRY CIRCLES: 

A RESTORATIVE JUSTICE PROCESS FOR FAMILIES 

IMPACTED BY INCARCERATION 

 

 

Caroline Atkinson, Candidate for the Master of Science Degree  

 

University of Missouri-Kansas City, 2022  

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 Research and criminological theory indicate that familial support is one of the most 

crucial aspects of the reentry process. Historically, the criminal justice system does not meet 

the reentry needs of incarceration-impacted individuals. Lorren Walker and restorative 

justice practitioners attempt to fill this gap in reentry by facilitating restorative reentry circles 

to aid families in healing, reconciliation and creating a support plan for the reentry process. 

This thesis serves as a systematic review of the research evaluating the outcomes of Huikahi 

reentry circles implemented in the Hawaiian criminal-legal system. The extensive review of 

the research indicates positive outcomes in the following areas: reduced recidivism, healing 

and forgiveness, improved familial relationships and trust in the future, and understanding 

amongst stakeholders in the reentry process. Through an analysis of the research, limitations 

are found with further recommendations to increase the evidentiary value of restorative 

reentry circles. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

At least 95% of people currently incarcerated in the United States of America will be 

released back into their communities (Hughes & Wilson, 2004). The data reflects a reality 

that is often overlooked. The reality is that the overwhelming majority of individuals 

currently incarcerated will be coming back to live, work, and engage within their 

communities. The current recidivism rate in America is bewildering. Out of over 400,000 

individuals released from incarceration in 2005, 68% were rearrested in three years, 79% 

within five years, and 83% within nine years (Alper et al., 2018). Simply put, incarceration is 

ineffective in deterring individuals from engaging in future criminal behavior. In fact, it has 

quite the opposite effect. The paternalistic nature of the criminal justice system creates 

complacency and unfamiliarity with autonomous action in those who engage within it. 

Prisons provide individuals with their basic needs while maintaining a dehumanizing power 

dynamic in which incarcerated individuals have no control over their lives (Walker & 

Greening, 2013). Individuals spend lengthy sentences in prison with little to no opportunity 

to practice agency over their lives and decisions; then, they are expected to live 

independently, free of economic instability and criminal behavior, upon release. 

According to Shadd Maruna’s desistance theory, focusing on an individual’s 

strengths and goals will be most effective in deterring future criminal behavior (Maruna et 

al., 2004). The traditional criminal justice system does not encourage this evidence-based 

practice. Instead, the current system focuses on the faults and mistakes of individuals that led 

to their incarceration. It also further isolates individuals from their families and positive 
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support networks by providing scarce resources to address the harm to incarcerated 

individual’s loved ones or assist in repairing those relationships. 

Criminological theory points to familial support as a major indicator of criminal 

behavior. According to Agnew’s attachment theory, individuals are less likely to engage in 

criminal activity if they actively seek support from their family members and avoid 

disappointment or disapproval from their family (Agnew, 1985). If individuals respect their 

family members and experience high levels of attachment to the family, they will also have 

greater success in reintegrating upon release from incarceration. Hirschi’s social bond theory 

posits a similar stance. Hirschi argues that individuals engage in lower levels of delinquent 

behavior when they have higher levels of social bonds with conventional others. 

Conventional others refer to family, paternal, or intimate figures (Hirschi, 1969). Hirschi’s 

theory encapsulates the importance of affectionate ties to instrumental actors in one’s life as 

an effective deterrent for criminal behavior.  

 Research on family support during the reentry process shows significant support for 

the theoretical framework of the two infamous theorists mentioned above. Through a 

systematic review of the evidence, Mowen and colleagues found that “family support leads to 

decreased recidivism, increased odds of employment, and better mental health outcomes 

during reentry” (Mowen et al., 2019). They also identified across various studies that familial 

support had been highlighted as a crucial component of reentry success for most of the 

formerly incarcerated population. In a research study examining familial influence among 

formerly incarcerated Latino men, researchers found that familial support played a role in the 

men’s adherence to programs, completion of service expectations and requirements, and 

maintenance of learned skills and behaviors (Lee et al., 2015). The research clearly indicates 
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that familial involvement in the reentry process is crucial to successful reintegration into the 

community and desistance from harmful behaviors. However, research also suggests that the 

reentry process is incredibly taxing and stressful for the family members providing the 

support (Naser & Visher, 2006). A restorative justice practice, known as restorative reentry 

circles, claims to address how stressful and complicated reentry can be and provide a safe 

environment where families can prepare for the challenges they might encounter.  

The circle process provides an opportunity for individuals to explore their strengths 

and goals while repairing relationships with those they exist in community with. A reentry 

planning circle is a restorative process in which individuals experiencing incarceration and 

their families create plans for the transition from incarceration to the community and engage 

in healing and reconciliation from the harms resulting from incarceration itself or related 

harms (Walker, 2016). Restorative reentry circles are deeply rooted in principles of 

restorative justice, solution-focused brief therapy, public health learning principles, social 

psychology, and positive mindfulness (Walker & Greening, 2013). The process starkly 

contrasts the criminal justice system’s punitive approach to harm reduction. It allows 

individuals to exert agency over their lives and repair relationships within their family and 

community. 

The purpose of this thesis is to serve as a systematic review of the research evaluating 

reentry circles. The review will specifically cover the research evaluating Huikahi reentry 

circles that are facilitated with incarcerated individuals and their families. The Huikahi 

reentry circle was the first restorative reentry circle process to be implemented and evaluated 

in United States correctional facilities. The research question guiding the systematic review 

is: Do reentry circles achieve positive outcomes in healing and reconciliation amongst family 
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members and reduced recidivism in individuals released from incarceration? It is important 

to note that there are various forms of reentry circles and restorative processes offered in 

correctional settings, but this thesis will focus on the familial component of restorative 

reentry circles that is evaluated in the current literature. The systematic review will be 

conducted in a non-biased way that is designed to capture the different outcomes and 

perspectives available in the research. It consists of published and non-published research 

acquired through a variety of search forums. The author of the thesis is a proponent of the use 

of restorative justice in correctional settings, but takes a purely non-biased, analytical 

approach to reviewing the research about the practical use of Huikahi reentry circles in 

Hawaii.  

Background & History 

Lorren Walker is the founder of the restorative process developed in 2005 in 

collaboration with practitioners from the Hawaii Friends of Civic & Law Related Education, 

the Community Alliance on Prisons, and the Waiawa Correctional Facility (Walker & 

Greening, 2010). Walker’s background as a Montessori teacher, attorney, and public health 

educator provided her with ample experience in conflict resolution and group process 

development (Walker & Greening, 2013). After lengthy collaboration, the process was 

coined Huikahi Restorative Circles by recommendation of the Native Hawaiian prison 

warden on the island of Oahu. Hui refers to group, and kahi is individual in Hawaiian; thus, 

the word huikahi indicates the togetherness of group and individual (Walker & Greening, 

2010).  

The initial vision for reentry circles originated from John Braithwaite’s work as a 

social scientist, studying peacemaking strategies for those impacted by the criminal-legal 
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system. He theorizes that criminal desistance occurs when individuals feel remorse after 

learning of the harm they caused and can express or account for that remorse (Walker & 

Greening, 2013). The tenets of restorative justice run parallel to many criminological 

theories, such as Braithwaite’s, that support the notion of repairing harm as an effective 

deterrence for future criminal behavior. Through a combination of Braithwaite’s vision and 

the assistance of renowned therapist and co-founder of solution-focused brief therapy, Insoo 

Kim Berg, Lorren Walker developed a youth circle model to assist foster youth in Hawaii in 

emancipating from state custody. The E Makua Ana Youth Circle, rooted in restorative 

principles and theory, successfully became federally mandated for youth aging out of the 

foster care system (Walker, 2016). In 2005, the Huikahi Restorative Circles came to fruition 

out of the transition planning model and theological basis of the E Makua Ana Youth Circle, 

but with a focus on reentry after incarceration.  

Walker’s reentry circle model quickly rose to the attention of key stakeholders in 

Hawaii. The Huikahi Circle program was piloted at a men’s minimum-security prison and 

later at the Hawaii state Women’s Community Correction Center (WCCC). The program’s 

initial success resulted in a resolution passed by the state legislature requiring Hawaii prisons 

to support the program in 2010 (Walker & Greening, 2013, p.14). The resolution cited many 

research studies supporting the use of restorative justice processes to decrease recidivism, 

enhance systemic financial sustainability, and facilitate healing in the community (Senate 

Concurrent Resolution 192, Senate Draft 1). The progressive nature of the resolution 

indicates the adaptability of restorative justice in the context of Hawaiian culture and politics. 

Following the adoption of the resolution into state legislation, the United States 

District Court for the District of Hawaii launched its Restorative Justice Pilot Project, 
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otherwise known as the RJ Circle Pilot Project. The pilot project was founded in 

collaboration with a federal district judge and the Hawaii Friends of Restorative Justice 

(HFRJ), a non-profit organization founded by Lorenn Walker and centered around circle 

facilitation. The project, administered through the United States Pretrial Services for the 

District of Hawaii, allows any individual who has pled guilty or has been sentenced for a 

federal felony offense in the state of Hawaii access to apply for a reentry circle (Walker & 

Kobayashi, 2020). In 2017, the program expanded to include formerly incarcerated 

individuals under supervision. Several stakeholders in the District of Hawaii were involved 

in the planning phase of the pilot project, including Pretrial Services, Hawaiian judges, the 

United States Attorney’s Office, the Federal Public Defender’s Office, the United States 

Attorney’s Victim Witness Coordinator, and Bureau of Prisons representatives from the 

Federal Detention Center of Hawaii. The extensive consultation period led to a Memorandum 

of Agreement (MOU) followed by written procedures, a solidified application process, a 

reentry circle facilitator training, and, finally, implementation (Walker & Kobayashi, 2020).  

 According to the current literature, facilitators from the Hawaii Friends of Restorative 

Justice have conducted 168 reentry circles in the state of Hawaii (Walker & Kobayashi, 

2020). Of those 168 reentry circles, there were 749 participants total. HFRJ has also 

conducted over 100 modified reentry circles, which follow an identical model but include 

individuals from the prison in place of family members who cannot attend the circle. Reentry 

circles have been introduced and facilitated in other locations such as New York, California, 

Pennsylvania, Washington, D.C., North Carolina, Vermont, Japan, Finland, Spain, India, 

Singapore, New Zealand, Nepal, Bermuda, Hungary, and Brazil (Walker & De Reu, 2021). 
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Since 2005, reentry circles have provided individuals and their families all over the world 

with opportunities to heal, reconcile, and develop concrete plans for the future. 

Theoretical Context 

 Five major tenets are guiding the reentry planning circle model. Walker states, “The 

model is intended to incorporate a diverse set of principles from a wide range of practice 

areas that continually improve. In this way, the model is not merely a blueprint, but a fluid 

construct which remains open and responsive to new developments in the field that it draws” 

(Walker & Greening, 2013, p.15). The five theories driving the reentry circle process are 

derived from restorative justice, public health learning principles from the World Health 

Organization, solution-focused brief therapy, social psychology and group dynamics, and 

positive motivation and mindfulness.  

Restorative Justice 

 Restorative justice, defined by Howard Zehr, is “An approach to achieving justice 

that involves, to the extent possible, those who have a stake in a specific offense or harm to 

collectively identify and address harms, needs, and obligations in order to heal and put things 

as right as possible” (Zehr, 2015, p. 50). Zehr identifies the guiding questions of restorative 

justice based on the foundational principles of justice. When harm occurs, the individuals 

involved should ask, Who has been harmed? What are their needs? Whose obligations is it to 

fulfill those needs? Who has a stake in this particular situation? What are the causes of the 

harm? What is the appropriate process to bring the key stakeholders together in an effort to 

repair the harm and address underlying needs or causes? (Zehr, 2015). Restorative justice is 

the opposite of the United States criminal justice system in many ways. The criminal justice 

system views crime as a violation of the law, and the stakeholders in the offense are 
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attorneys, judges, and other criminal-legal actors such as victim advocates, probation 

officers, board members, and more. Whereas restorative justice views crime as a breaking of 

a social bond between community members and identifies key stakeholders as those who 

were harmed by the offense and the individual who caused the harm. Restorative justice 

recenters the conversation to involve the individuals directly affected by the harm as opposed 

to allowing for third parties to negotiate the matter. 

  Restorative justice emerged in the United States during the 1970s and ’80s as a way 

to meet the needs of crime victims (Zehr, 2015). Research in victim satisfaction indicates that 

the traditional criminal justice system does not leave victims feeling satisfied or as if a sense 

of justice has been achieved (Daly, 2006). Restorative justice research tells a much different 

story for victims of sexual assault. In several different studies, victims have noted higher 

levels of healing, satisfaction, forgiveness, and safety and lower prevalence of PTSD 

symptoms after participating in a restorative process with the individual who harmed them 

(Sherman et al., 2015; Daly, 2006; Larsen, 2014; Gang et al., 2021). Despite modern cultural 

assumptions of vindication and punishment being the route to justice, victims are 

experiencing healing and satisfaction at much greater levels when utilizing a restorative 

approach to their harm. However, restorative justice has taken many different forms since its 

initial purpose of enhancing the satisfaction and healing of those harmed. Restorative justice, 

in its current use, is an initiative that supports community building, offender rehabilitation, 

systemic reform and abolition, progressive approaches to accountability and healing, and 

more.  

When approaching the topic of restorative justice, it is also important to note that the 

principles and practices of restorative justice come from native and indigenous cultures. 
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Amplify RJ, a restorative justice organization aimed at teaching restorative justice 

philosophies through a lens of abolition and decolonization, defines restorative justice as “A 

philosophy and set of practices, rooted in Indigenous teachings, that emphasize our 

interconnection by repairing relationships when harm occurs while proactively building and 

maintaining relationships to prevent future harm” (Castro-Harris, D, R, B., 2020). It is an act 

of historical erasure to ignore the indigenous roots of restorative justice. Through Maori 

practices in New Zealand, Native American teachings, the interconnectedness of Ubuntu, and 

so much more, we have the ability to practice restorative philosophies and values within 

Western society. Kay Pranis, author of The Little Book of Circle Processes: A New/Old 

Approach to Peacemaking, identifies the circle process as an adaptation of traditional talking 

circles common among indigenous people of North America. She argues that the circle 

process is used in many indigenous communities worldwide and serves as a source of 

wisdom and inspiration to modern Western society (Pranis, 2015). If anything is solidified 

from the aforementioned information, it should be that the circle process is not a product of 

the United States criminal justice system or western practitioners. Circles are a practice that 

has been adapted from indigenous wisdom and tradition. 

 Many renowned criminologists and psychologists theoretically exist under the 

umbrella of restorative justice. Zimbardo, Braithwaite, and Maruna endorse the idea that 

restorative practices bring significantly more healing to individuals impacted by harm and 

address the needs of the reentry community (Walker & Greening, 2013). Philip Zimbardo’s 

quote appears on the cover of Walker and Greening’s Reentry & Transition Planning Circles 

For Incarcerated People. It reads, “I endorse the widest possible utilization of this program, 

and the application of these wise principles to empower formerly imprisoned people to take 
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charge of their lives with the help of family, friends, and prison staff” (Walker & Greening, 

2013). With a collective understanding amongst prominent leaders in criminology and 

psychology, restorative justice is the clear way to move forward in fostering healing, 

understanding, and success in the community of those who have harmed or been harmed.  

Public Health Learning Principles & Social Psychology 

 The public health field aims to develop models and processes to change human 

behavior to enhance community health. The World Health Organization (WHO) established 

principles for educators to use when working to change behavior. The organization claims 

that learning is more effective when: “there is a focus on the goals of individuals; positive 

motivation is used; information is provided in group settings; and experiential activity-based 

processes are used” (Walker, 2016). In her work, Walker mentions the alignment between the 

WHO’s criteria and Albert Bandura’s social efficacy theory which posits that individuals 

learn best through their own experience, or rather whilst being in control of their experience 

(Bandura, 1997). Social psychology research demonstrates that learning is most effective 

when a person is actively engaged in determining their life and future, which directly 

opposes the current case management model that the United States correctional system 

utilizes (Walker & Greening, 2013). Walker also draws on Kurt Lewin’s research of group 

dynamics which supports the notion that autocratic management is least effective in creating 

actionable or behavioral change (Lewin et al., 1939). The circle process provides enactive 

and modeled learning opportunities for individuals to identify their needs and develop plans 

for the reentry process, unlike the systemic options currently available to criminal-legal 

impacted individuals (Walker & Greening, 2013). 
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 Within this tenet, Walker also includes the work of Jeremy Travis in But They All 

Come Back: Facing the Challenges of Prisoner Reentry (2005) as a guiding philosophy in 

the development of reentry circles. Reentry circles are designed to address each of the five 

principles of effective reentry that Travis posits. Walker states that “the circles work to: build 

bridges between prisons and communities; seize the moment of release; strengthen the 

concentric circles of support; and promote successful reintegration” (Walker, 2016). 

According to Travis’s work in reentry, reentry circles encompass the essential practical and 

theoretical principles needed to increase success upon reintegration.  

Solution-Focused Brief Therapy  

 Solution-focused brief therapy (SFBT) was developed by Insoo Kim Berg, Steve de 

Shazer, and their colleagues in the early 1980s. Berg assisted Walker in developing reentry 

circles, and all circle facilitators have been trained in SFBT since the launch of reentry circle 

use in Hawaii (Walker & Greening, 2013). Solution-focused brief therapy is a “competency-

based model, which minimizes emphasis on past failings and problems, and instead focuses 

on clients’ strengths and previous successes” (Trepper et al., 2010, p. 8). SFBT focuses on 

solution-building rather than problem-solving and the individual’s goals instead of their 

failures or mistakes. Therapists and facilitators in SFBT are extensively trained to understand 

their clients in a way that empowers them to identify their own strengths and value (Trepper 

et al., 2010).  

SFBT posits what restorative justice practitioners know to be true: that individuals are 

the experts in their own lives. If facilitators can create an environment where individuals feel 

empowered to exert control over their future based on what is within their own capacity, then 

they are likely to experience more success in the community. SFBT is crucial to the circle 
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process by requiring careful use of language and respect for the competencies of each 

individual to address what they need from the process (Walker & Greening, 2013).   

Positive Motivation & Mindfulness 

 Finally, Walker’s reentry circle design is rooted in positive motivation and 

mindfulness. The process operates under the assumption that people coming out of 

incarceration have the capacity to “mindfully manage their lives…and address the harm that 

their behavior and incarceration have caused to others and to themselves” (Walker & 

Greening, 2013, p. 20). Shadd Maruna and other criminologists argue that incarceration and 

the criminal justice system do not allow individuals to ruminate on the harm they have 

caused and what possibilities exist to repair the harm (Maruna, LeBel & Lanier, 2004). 

Harvard Psychology professor, Ellen Langer, argues that mindfulness is the key to the mind’s 

ability to imagine possibilities within the realm of motivation and success (Langer, 1989). 

The design of the reentry circle includes a planning portion where participants create goals 

and timelines for those goals. According to positive psychology and mindfulness principles, 

the circle process effectively expands the mind’s ability to process success and develop the 

motivation to achieve it.   

The Reentry Circle Process 

 Walker and Greening provide a detailed description of the circle process agenda in 

Reentry & Transition Planning Circles For Incarcerated People. The summary of the steps 

in the process is as follows:  

1. Introduction of Reentry & Transition Planning Circle Program at Prisons  

2. Application for Circle Process 

3. Solution-Focused Interview of Circle Applicants 

4. Convening the Circle 
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5. Conducting the Circle  

6. Circle Summary and Transition Plan Preparation and Delivery to Participants 

        (Walker & Greening, 2013) 

Restorative processes are exclusively voluntary, making the introduction of the 

reentry circles at correctional facilities an imperative step in the process. When the reentry 

circle program was piloted at Hawaii’s women’s prison, two facilitators from HFRJ provided 

a one-hour presentation including testimonials from previous circle participants, a question 

and answer portion, a brochure, and an application for the women to complete (Walker & 

Greening, 2013). After the applications are collected, the solution-focused interview process 

begins.  

Solution-Focused Interviews of Circle Applicants 

Pre-circle interviews aim to ensure the applicant understands the circle’s goals- to 

reconcile with loved ones and make a reentry plan. The facilitator also engages with the 

applicant using different techniques to compliment them and identify their strengths, 

ultimately increasing the individual’s confidence in the circle process (Walker & Greening, 

2013). It is also crucial to the restorative values of the circle process that the individual is 

willing to accept responsibility for past behavior, so the facilitator must decipher whether the 

applicant is accountable for the harm they may have caused (Walker et al., 2006). Facilitators 

are extensively trained in verbal and non-verbal techniques like positive body language, 

positive paraphrasing or reframing, and grounding processes (Walker & Greening, 2013). 

Walker notes that the limited capacity of the reentry circle program, being grant-

funded and largely pro bono, does not allow for every applicant to move forward with the 

process. She argues that there is such importance placed on the interview process in hopes 

that even if an applicant only participates in the interview phase of the program, they still 
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experience positive benefits from the solution-focused interview in which they participate in 

a hopeful dialogue, emphasizing their individual strengths and ability to act on their own 

behalf to create a life of success (Walker, 2008).  

Once the interview with the applicant is complete and the aforementioned criteria 

have been met, the facilitator will reach out to the potential participants that the applicant 

would like to attend the circle. All reentry circles must have at least one participant from the 

prison or correctional facility where the applicant currently resides in order to build a bridge 

between the facility and the process. It is also helpful to have a prison liaison there to account 

for the ways in which the individual has grown or demonstrated success in their rehabilitation 

since being at the facility (Walker & Greening, 2013).  

Facilitators follow a similar framework in the interviews with potential participants 

by utilizing a strength-based approach. The interview with family members and other 

participants is meant to inform them about the circle process and work through 

individualized logistics such as transportation needs, consent for minors’ participation, and 

scheduling issues. Facilitators also encourage participants in various ways when they feel 

nervous or unsure about the process. Walker also outlines a plan of action for when 

participants cannot be physically present in the process. Facilitators typically note their 

responses and then read them during the reentry circle so those voices can still be heard in a 

meaningful way (Walker, 2016).  

Conducting the Circle 

The circle process agenda is as follows: 

1. Circle Opening 

2. Proudest Accomplishments in Prison 

3. Identifying Strengths 
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4. Addressing Reconciliation Needs 

5. Break 

6. Specifying Goals  

7. Making Plans for Meeting Practical Needs 

8. Setting the Re-Circle Date 

9. Closing Circle  

10. Surveys and Data Collection  

11. Breaking of Bread                                                              (Walker & Greening, 2013)  

 The circle opening is planned and facilitated by the individual currently incarcerated. 

They are encouraged to open with songs, poems, prayers, scripture, a written statement, or 

even a cultural chant (Walker & Greening, 2013). Opening the circle this way creates a 

positive tone for reconciliation and reiterates the notion that the individual is in control of 

their circle process.  

Next, the incarcerated person describes their proudest accomplishments while 

experiencing incarceration. These accomplishments consist of completing drug treatment 

programs, completing a GED, exercising, practicing religion or spirituality, obtaining a 

facility job, completing a class or program, healing from trauma, and much more. This phase 

of the circle sets a positive tone for the rest of the circle by focusing on positive examples of 

behavior as opposed to blaming or shaming the individual for their past behavior. The 

facilitator is responsible for inquiring about these accomplishments and using solution-

focused brief therapy techniques to help the individual see their own strengths (Walker & 

Greening, 2013).  

After discussing accomplishments, the circle participants have an opportunity to share 

their perspectives of the incarcerated person’s strengths. If children are present in the circle, 

their strengths will also be named. The facilitator utilizes reframing techniques during this 
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portion if needed. For example, if an individual says, “I am stubborn,” the facilitator would 

reframe the perceived weakness as “You are determined” (Walker & Greening, 2013). The 

strength section of the circle process is likely to become emotional amongst all participants in 

the group, including prison staff and facilitators 

Next, the circle process addresses reconciliation needs. Utilizing Braithwaite’s theory 

of stigmatizing shame as an influencer of deviant behavior, the reconciliation piece of the 

circle is meant to move towards reintegrating shame (Walker & Greening, 2013). 

Reintegrating shame allows the incarcerated person to address how their behavior and 

incarceration have harmed their families while also recognizing that those behaviors are not 

innate. Reconciliation allows families and incarcerated individuals to express how they have 

been harmed and what they need to move forward. The individual currently incarcerated is 

also given the opportunity to read apology or gratitude letters during this portion of the circle 

process. If there are additional individuals who have been harmed that were unable to attend 

the circle, the incarcerated individual and circle participants will create specific plans for how 

those relationships can be repaired as well (Walker, 2016). After the reconciliation has 

occurred, the circle breaks for 5- 10 minutes to give the participants an intermission from the 

emotionally fatiguing conversation (Walker & Greening, 2013).  

After the break, the incarcerated person is asked about their goals and what they 

would like to do differently once they reenter the community. Using an SFBT technique 

known as scaling, the facilitator will ask the individual to rank themselves on a scale of 1-10 

to determine the feasibility of some of these goals (Walker & Greening, 2013). This allows 

the participant to set realistic goals and determine what other needs they have to reach 

specific achievements.  
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A large portion of the circle is the plan for meeting practical needs. In this section, the 

circle covers housing, financial and employment needs, transportation, documentation needs, 

learning and education goals, physical and emotional health maintenance, leisure time, and 

any other unique needs (Walker & Greening, 2013). It is crucial to address all aspects of the 

individual’s practical needs upon reentry. As research shows, families typically assist 

previously incarcerated individuals with most of these needs (Mowen et al., 2019; Lee et al., 

2015; Naser & Visher, 2006). It can help alleviate the stressful reentry process by creating 

plans for each of these portions of their future. A behavioral contract can be helpful for some 

of these areas as a modality of accountability for the individual and their family (Walker & 

Greening, 2013).  

Finally, the facilitator sets a re-circle date with the group for when they come back 

together and follow up on the agreements made in the circle. The re-circle date is ideally six 

months or so from the original reentry circle (Walker & Greening, 2013). The circle closing 

consists of all circle participants complimenting the incarcerated individual and stating how 

the circle felt for them. If the facilitators are conducting evaluations, the surveys will be 

immediately dispersed to the participants to gauge the effectiveness of the circle’s desired 

outcomes. To close out the experience, the participants are invited to share food and 

beverages with their loved ones (Walker & Greening, 2013).  

After the circle has concluded, the facilitator is responsible for preparing the written 

circle summary. This typically consists of a five-page document outlining the information 

and decisions made in the circle. It includes the incarcerated individual’s strengths, 

accomplishments, goals, transition plan, re-circle date, and the reconciliation agreement. The 

summary is mailed to each participant (Walker, Sakai, & Brady, 2006).  
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CHAPTER 2  

SYSTEMATIC REVIEW OF THE RESEARCH 

This thesis aims to summarize all the existing research measuring the efficacy of 

reentry circles to identify the gaps in the empirical evidence and propose ways in which 

reentry circles can be utilized in a more expansive manner, should they be found to produce 

positive outcomes. The major findings will capture the evidence supporting the use of the 

Huikahi reentry circle that includes reconciliation and healing with family members and 

loved ones to capture an evidentiary response to the proposed research question. It is 

important to note that facilitators also offer modified reentry circles which include 

individuals from inside prisons, such as other incarcerated persons and prison staff, when an 

individual does not have family members or loved ones available to attend the circle. Due to 

the nature of the theoretical context of reentry circles and the evidentiary importance of 

family support during reentry, the review of the research will primarily center around the 

reentry circles with family and loved ones; however, modified circles will be mentioned 

throughout the review and in regards to the total number of reentry circles reported by 

researchers.  

Lorren Walker and other researchers have been measuring the effectiveness of the 

circles through a mixed-methods approach. Researchers have been collecting quantitative 

data utilizing survey tools and qualitative data through pre- and post-circle interviews. The 

surveys measure several themes and aspects of the circle process (see Appendix A and B). 

The surveys utilize a Likert scale with responses ranging from very positive, positive, mixed, 

negative, and very negative. Participants are asked to choose a response to the prompt that 

best captures their feelings towards the experience. Researchers also report many quotes and 
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anecdotal evidence in their studies to demonstrate the qualitative efficacy of reentry circles. 

Finally, the research will represent recidivism data to indicate the circle's ability to deter 

future criminal behavior. In order to provide the most in-depth review of the research, the 

following section will be organized by published studies or articles in chronological order. 

The works below represent the research with significant findings and newly discovered 

information or conclusions that are relevant to the research question.  

Walker, Sakai, & Brady (2006)  

 Restorative reentry circles were piloted in 2004. By 2006, a total of 101 individuals 

had participated in 17 Huikahi reentry circles. These individuals included family, friends, 

people currently incarcerated, and prison counselors. Out of the 101 circle participants, 99 

individuals completed surveys. The measured variables in this survey collection consisted of; 

"what participants believe about the transition plan developed at the Circle, whether they 

think the Circle expanded the inmate's support system, and whether the Circle helped them 

with reconciliation and forgiveness." The incarcerated person was also asked if "the Circle 

helped me forgive myself and others." Walker, Sakai, and Brady found that 93 of the 99 

participants deemed the circles to be very positive, and six found them to be positive. Two 

prison counselors, one incarcerated individual, and the ex-wife of one of the circle 

participants indicated that a specific aspect of the circle was less than positive. This particular 

ex-wife was the only participant out of 99 individuals to find any aspect of the process 

negative. She said that learning about the incarcerated individual's strengths was negative but 

rated her overall experience in the circle as highly positive. The ex-wife expressed that the 

circle was healing for her minor daughters, who could express the harms they experienced 

from their father's incarceration.  
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 Several of the participants indicated that they felt relief from being able to discuss 

issues that had never been previously addressed by the family. Walker notes in this study that 

almost every incarcerated individual and their family members cried at some point during 

their circle process. She said that "the Circles succeeded in opening communication among 

family members and resolving disputes (p. 7)." The study highlighted a specific example to 

indicate the resolution and reconciliation aspect of the circle between a mother and her 

daughter-in-law. The mother of the incarcerated individual, who experienced many conflicts 

with the incarcerated individual's wife, stated, "I want to thank Carol for raising my 

grandchildren so well. She's done a good job, and our family appreciates that. She's also been 

a good wife to our son and stuck by him through thick and thin (p. 7)." The children involved 

in this familial conflict could witness the kind words shared between two parental figures in 

their life, which ultimately helped repair their relationships with their mother.  

 Walker calls for a deeper understanding of the effectiveness of circles in this study. 

She notes that a longitudinal study should be conducted to evaluate the circle's ability to 

decrease recidivism. She also touched on two challenges from prison staff. First, the 

empowering nature of reentry circles presents a challenge to skeptical staff members. It can 

feel as though the process is "encroaching on their realm of responsibility." Walker also notes 

that circles have the potential to increase the workload of staff by requiring them to arrange a 

space for the circle, obtain movement passes, and clear outside participants to enter the 

facility. Walker argued that these issues could be resolved by the buy-in and committed 

leadership of prison administrators.  
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Walker & Greening (2010) 

 Walker and Greening's article provides a deeper look into the outcomes of reentry 

circles since the facilitation of 52 Huikahi Circles with 280 participants had taken place. At 

this point, one hundred percent of the 280 participants reported that the circle they 

participated in was a very positive or positive experience. They also note that a total of 140 

incarcerated individuals had applied for a circle since 2005, but only 37% of the applicants 

were able to participate in a reentry circle due to a lack of resources and institutional support 

from Hawaii prisons.  

 Walker and Greening began to look at recidivism outcomes in this study. They note 

that the sample sizes are still too small to make judgments about the deterrence effect of 

reentry circles but argue that the percentages are promising. The researchers reported that a 

total of 23 people who participated in a reentry circle had been out of prison for two or more 

years. Ten out of the 23 had been out of prison for three or more years. Of the 23, 16 

individuals had remained out of prison without new charges or violations. About 70% had 

not been in contact with the criminal justice system, and the other 30% had been charged 

with a new crime or violated the terms of their parole resulting in incarceration. Walker and 

Greening argue that the 30% recidivism rate of reentry circle participants is significantly 

lower than Hawaii's recidivism rate of 54.7%.  

 This article also included outcomes related to the healing and satisfaction of the circle 

participants. Of the 169 family members and loved ones who participated in a reentry circle, 

124 ranked their forgiveness toward the incarcerated person as very positive, 42 felt positive, 

and three participants felt mixed feelings. In regards to the circle process helping loved ones 

to reconcile with the incarcerated individual, 117 felt very positive, 50 felt positive, and five 
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felt mixed. Walker and Greening include a quote from an incarcerated individual's girlfriend 

who participated in a circle in 2005. The incarcerated individual had since returned to prison 

in 2009. In a follow-up phone interview, the woman stated,  

Without a doubt the circle helped him. It reinforced him maintaining sobriety. It put 

the cards on the table with his other friends who attended. They had no idea he was 

using and after the circle we could all talk about how to help him. It helped him stay 

out of prison for four years…It absolutely helped me heal. I had things I needed to 

say about how I was affected. The circle validated my feelings (p. 6). 

 

The inclusion of quotes such as these humanizes individuals who recidivate as opposed to 

only equating their experience to a number. Restorative processes are not infallible, but the 

inclusion of this quote solidifies the notion that the circle process is still impactful in creating 

healing, support, and inclusion amongst families impacted by incarceration, regardless of 

recidivism outcomes.   

Walker (2010) 

 This article published in the European Journal of Probation does not contain new 

empirical evidence, with only four additional circles having been conducted since the 

previous study published by Walker and Greening. However, the article does include many 

impactful stories from participants. In this piece, Walker particularly focuses on the inclusion 

of children in the Huikahi circles. As of 2010, 21 minor children had participated in a reentry 

circle with their incarcerated parent. One 12-year-old child stated that the most useful aspect 

of the circle was that "It was about goals (p. 91)." This quote emphasizes the importance of 

solution-focused techniques, which result in better outcomes than blaming and shaming 

tactics. In addition, another minor child stated that the most valuable part of the circle was 

"The strength of my feeling and how I felt. And happy to see my dad (p. 91)." Walker notes 

that most children report the best part of the circle being the opportunity to see their parent. 
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During follow-up interviews with reentry circle participants several years later, parents 

reported that their formerly minor children who have reached adulthood reveal that emotional 

wounds remain healed after the circle.  

Walker, Tarutani, & McKibben (2015)  

 In this study, Walker, Tarutani, and McKibben build on the emphasis of children's 

inclusion in reentry circles noted in the previous study. They chose to evaluate the children's 

perception of their own healing in 56 reentry circles that contained minor children 

participants. The researchers deemed this quantitative evaluation critical to the greater 

context of child-inclusive policies in criminal justice. With over 63% of incarcerated 

individuals reporting to have children under the age of 18, the evaluation of reentry circles in 

regards to the healing and reconciliation of children and their incarcerated parents is of great 

cultural relevance.  

 The researchers conducted the evaluation through interviews post-reentry circle. The 

responses of 14 children indicated positivity before and after the circle. Walker, Tarutani, and 

McKibben posit that this is due to the common attitude of hope and attachment among the 

children toward their incarcerated parent. A few exceptions to the positive trend include 

situations where children felt positively about their parent before the circle and felt that the 

circle revealed realities about the parent they were not privy to before. An example where 

healing occurred but the reconciliation did not is captured through this quote: 

Yeah- I got some closure…hard to explain. It helped me more individually than our  

relationship. I guess the…closure was helpful because I got to see her sober. But she's  

still basically a child. Before the circle, I was done trying to have expectations of her.  

Y'know? But now, I expect her to stay sober, and I now realize she may not grow as a  

person and she may stay selfish. So even though she's sober she hasn't really changed. 

So I learned that and that's all I expect. I don't expect her to be the mother I missed 

out on in my life and I'm okay with that now (p. 334). 
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Regarding survey results, two children felt they had a very positive relationship with 

their parent before the circle, six respondents felt they had a positive relationship, and six 

youth indicated mixed or negative feelings about their relationship with their parent. After 

the circle, the children were evenly divided between very positive and positive feelings about 

their relationship with their incarcerated parent, with three respondents indicating mixed and 

negative feelings. The children were also asked if they felt they could let go of painful or 

difficult past memories. Nine respondents said "yes," while five said "somewhat" or "no" 

prior to participating in the reentry circle. After the circle, twelve youths said "yes," and two 

said they were "somewhat" able to let go of painful memories. The researchers noted that 

qualitative data from the interviews indicated that while some were able to move forward and 

others were not, they all appreciated the opportunity to tell their stories and feel heard by the 

circle participants. In the two areas of 'trust in the future' and 'personal healing,' all 

respondents indicated that they either had full or somewhat trust in the future, and they all 

indicated that personal healing had occurred as a result of the circle. One of the children 

stated, "It's hard to explain. You feel like everything is lifted off of your shoulders. Things 

are just better between us (p. 347)."  

 Walker and colleagues noted that healing was defined in various ways in the study. 

They argue that healing is personal and is better captured in open-ended responses than in the 

survey instrument. This is an important consideration for reentry circle evaluation by 

providing recognition of the difficulties that occur when collecting quantitative data to 

capture themes of healing and reconciliation. In reality, those themes look different for every 

individual.  
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Davidson (2016)  

 Davidson, a professor of Criminology at the Chaminade University of Honolulu, 

highlighted major findings in her independent evaluation of Huikahi reentry circles. The 

researcher evaluated 58 incarcerated individuals who participated in a reentry circle and 60 

individuals who wanted to take part in a Huikahi circle but were unable to do so. The 60 

individuals who did not participate in a reentry circle served as the control group.  

She found that participants were 72% male, 52% Hawaiian, and 27% Caucasian. The average 

participant was 37.3 years old and had a criminal history that included 13 arrests and five 

convictions for criminal offenses. The participants of the reentry circles, including the 

incarcerated individual, were most likely to be a parental figure (55%), other family members 

(64%), and non-family members fulfilling a support role in the lives of the incarcerated 

individuals (60%). Davidson identified the three-year recidivism rate for participants as 

43.1% in regards to either a parole revocation (40% of the rearrests) or a felony criminal 

arrest (24% of the rearrests). This sample includes individuals who participated in modified 

circles which contain members from inside the prison when the individual does not have 

family or outside support to participate. She found that recidivism rates were lower for 

incarcerated individuals who participated in the original reentry circle design, including 

family or outside support at the circle. This group's recidivism rate was reported as 28.6%. 

Davidson also found that as the number of circle participants increased, the recidivism rates 

decreased.  

 In addition, Davidson also compared Huikahi circle participants' recidivism to the 

control group that did not participate in a reentry circle upon release. She found that the 

control group had significantly higher recidivism rates than the circle participant group, with 
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a rate of 58.3% compared to 43.1%. Of the rearrests within three years of release, the control 

group had more felony and misdemeanor criminal arrests than the Huikahi participants. In 

her conclusion, Davidson argues that there is a clear link between restorative processes and 

reduced recidivism. She proposes that the state should increase funding for restorative justice 

and the evaluation of restorative processes in order to demonstrate a greater evidence base for 

their use in reentry. Walker partnered with Davidson to publish these findings in The 

Routledge International Handbook of Restorative Justice in 2018.  

Walker (2016)  

 By 2016, Walker reported the facilitation of approximately 133 Huikahi circles with 

575 total participants. The number of total circles does include modified circles. She notes 

that reentry circles have taken place in Washington DC, Hawaii, Vermont, Finland, Japan, 

New York, and California. However, the reentry circle programs in New York and California 

both lost funding and were discontinued. Walker echoes the conclusions found in Davidson's 

evaluation of reentry circles and the aforementioned research.  

Walker & Goldstein (2019) 

 As of 2019, Walker and Goldstein reported that Hawaii Friends of Restorative Justice 

provided 168 reentry circles with 749 participants who attended in person. They reported that 

an additional 87 family members and loved ones provided information over the phone or by 

email that was represented in the circle process despite their physical absence. Walker and 

Goldstein evaluated the value and impact of reentry circles to families of various cultural 

backgrounds who were represented in the circle via shuttled information. The shuttled 

information refers to the 87 participants whose sentiments were provided via the facilitator 

due to their inability to attend the circle physically.  
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The study results found that family members greatly value and feel satisfied with the 

reentry circles across all cultural backgrounds. Walker and Goldstein hypothesized that 

families from high-context cultures that value tradition and implicit communication would 

find their participation less beneficial. These high-context cultures refer to families who 

value group processes and community emphasis. Their hypothesis was proven to be 

incorrect. Individuals from high and low-context cultures found the process of shuttling 

information beneficial, with only one person out of the 35 participants determining the 

process to be unhelpful. Walker and Goldstein's study identifies new findings in reentry 

circle research by confirming the idea that even if family members or loved ones can not be 

physically present in a reentry circle, the inclusion of their contributions via shuttled 

information is equally as impactful.  

Walker & Kobayashi (2020) 

 Walker and United States District Court Judge for the District of Hawaii, Leslie 

Kobayashi, published an article in the Federal Probation Journal following the 

implementation of the Restorative Justice Circle Pilot Project in 2015. Walker and Kobayashi 

reported on feedback since the pilot program's implementation and the reentry circles' 

evidence-based outcomes. They include a quote from a probation officer who facilitated a 

circle, which captures a valuable perspective from a stakeholder in the criminal justice 

system. She stated,  

I just think the circle is so powerful for all of those involved. It really helps bridge the  

gap between the client and his/her family members and loved ones. It is a non-

judgmental environment that allows for those difficult conversations centering around 

so much hurt and loss and raw emotions (on behalf of all parties). It truly facilitates 

healing and creates a pathway for all parties to move forward in life with clear, 

targeted goals; accountability; and support (p. 52). 
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Walker and Kobayashi also include a powerful quote from a circle participant in which she 

states,  

I wish everyone in prison could have a circle. Most people in prison don't have good  

relationships with their families. And a circle is a chance for them to make amends 

and rebuild their relationships. Even if someone only wants a circle for selfish reasons 

like looking good to the judge or wanting a lunch with their family, during the circle 

they will learn something that can help them. The circle helps them understand how 

their behavior affects the people they love (p. 53). 

 

These anecdotes from a facilitator and a participant provide a wrap-around perspective of the 

impact of reentry circles.  

 Walker and Kobayashi also touch on the recidivism research conducted by Davidson. 

They note that controlling for self-selection is crucial when researching the effectiveness of 

restorative processes in reducing recidivism. They argue that because restorative justice is a 

voluntary process, there is a risk for reduced recidivism simply because those who choose to 

participate in restorative justice are predisposed to being accountable and responsible for the 

harm they cause to others and the community. However, they note that Walker and 

Davidson's research accounts for this self-selection bias by comparing the reentry circle 

participant's recidivism to a control group of individuals who all applied for a reentry circle 

but were unable to participate in one.  

 Walker and the District Judge also noted that about a dozen reentry circles had been 

provided by HFRJ in New York, California, Washington, D.C., North Carolina, Vermont, 

Japan, Finland, and Brazil. The Hawaii Friends of Restorative Justice also consulted with 

programs in Hungary and France and provided training in Nepal and Spain at that time. In 

addition, HFRJ conducted a facilitator training with a group of native Maori restorative 

justice practitioners to enable them to provide reentry circles in New Zealand. Walker and 

Kobayashi greatly contributed to the field of reentry circle research by providing important 
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anecdotal evidence and noting the other states and countries in which the practice of reentry 

circles had expanded. 

Walker & De Reu (2021) 

 Walker and De Reu's article published in a German academic journal is the most 

recent publication of reentry circle research. The article provides the most recent numerical 

total of reentry circles offered in Hawaii and other locations. Walker and De Reu report that 

HFRJ has provided 168 reentry circles to date, with a total of 749 circle participants. Of those 

749 circle participants, 748 ranked the circle process as a positive experience. The authors 

collected results from the aforementioned studies to provide a synopsis of how reentry circles 

build community, strengthen connections, and help loved ones heal. Walker and De Reu also 

mention the story of a woman named April who participated in a reentry circle while 

incarcerated. Through the circle process, her loved ones agreed to help her obtain a set of 

dentures. They report that April's life is vastly different because her dentures enabled her to 

acquire a job in retail and function more positively in society. The story indicates that while 

the research supports the efficacy of reentry circles in fostering healing and reconciliation, 

the circle process also provides instrumental help to those reentering by solidifying how their 

loved ones plan to support them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 30 
 

 

CHAPTER 3 

RESULTS  

 A systematic review of the research identified major themes as outcomes of Huikahi 

reentry circles. The review of the research aimed to address the question: Do reentry circles 

achieve positive outcomes in healing and reconciliation amongst family members and 

reduced recidivism in individuals released from incarceration? Walker, Davidson, and 

colleagues found that reentry circles reduce recidivism, foster healing and forgiveness, 

deepen relationships and trust in the future, and provide understanding amongst stakeholders 

in the reentry process. The research points to positive outcomes beyond the concepts 

proposed in the research question. A visual representation of the achieved outcomes across 

the various publications is available in Table 3.1.  

Table 3.1: Summary of Findings 

 

The following section will review the research with these determined outcomes to provide a 

deeper understanding of the evidentiary value of restorative reentry circles. 

Reduced Recidivism  

           The first measured outcome prevalent in the research is reduced recidivism. 

Davidson’s independent analysis of Huikahi reentry circles presented evidence 
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demonstrating a lower recidivism rate amongst those who participated in a reentry circle 

compared to a group of individuals who did not. Walker’s early research also proposes a 

similar downward trend in recidivism. Due to reentry circle research only being conducted in 

the state of Hawaii at this point, the recidivism rates are compared to the statewide rate in 

Hawaii. 

           Walker and Greening began to look at the recidivism outcomes of reentry circles in 

2010. They measured recidivism in a group of 23 reentry circle participants and found that 

the rate of 30% recidivism in that group was significantly lower than Hawaii’s recidivism 

rate of 54.7% (Walker & Greening, 2010). The researchers’ evaluation claims that reentry 

circles result in a 24.7% decrease in recidivism; however, Walker and Greening are cautious 

in claiming that reentry circles effectively prevent repeat criminal behavior. They argue that 

due to a lack of support from the state executive office, the Huikahi reentry circle project 

could not conduct the necessary follow-ups and re-circles to adequately measure a recidivism 

outcome (Walker & Greening, 2010). At this point in the research, the initial recidivism rate 

looked promising to Walker and colleagues. 

           Davidson’s independent study in 2016 proposed similar findings to Walker and 

Greening’s evaluation. Davidson found that Huikahi circle participants had a three-year 

recidivism rate of 43.1% (Davidson, 2016). The criminologist compared the circle 

participants’ recidivism rate to a control group of previously incarcerated individuals who 

had applied for a reentry circle but could not participate in one due to a lack of funding and 

project capacity. The reported recidivism rate in the control group was 58.3%, demonstrating 

a difference of 15.2% between the two groups. Walker later touches on this research by 

arguing that the recidivism rate difference also accounts for self-selection bias in Davidson’s 
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evaluation. She notes that there is a risk for reduced recidivism amongst reentry circle 

participants because those who opt for a restorative justice process are predisposed to being 

accountable for the harm they caused to themselves and others (Walker & Kobayashi, 2020). 

However, Walker notes that because the individuals in Davidson’s control group also opted 

for a reentry circle but could not participate, the self-selection bias is irrelevant to the 

evaluation. 

           The evidence supporting the notion of reduced recidivism amongst Huikahi reentry 

circle participants is strong. The two evaluations demonstrate an average 15-25% decrease in 

recidivism compared to a control group’s recidivism rate and the rate across Hawaii. The 

research also indicates that the more participants one has in their circle, the less likely they 

are to recidivate (Davidson, 2016). Despite the limited nature of the research and small 

sample sizes, the evidence presents promising results in reduced recidivism and a firm 

answer to the research question. Huikahi reentry circles do reduce recidivism in its’ formerly 

incarcerated participants. Walker and researchers call for further evaluation in this area to 

expand the use of reentry circles across the United States and build a more substantial 

evidentiary foundation. 

Healing & Forgiveness 

           Evaluations of restorative reentry circles indicate that healing and forgiveness are two 

major outcomes of every Huikahi circle. Through post-circle interviews and survey results, 

researchers found an overwhelming indication that personal healing is achieved with reentry 

circles (Walker, Sakai, & Brady, 2006; Walker & Greening, 2010; Walker, 2010; Walker, 

Tarutani, & McKibben, 2015; Walker & De Reu, 2021). Walker, Tarutani, & McKibben’s 

2015 study defined healing as the ability to forgive; hence why healing and forgiveness are 



 33 
 

 

identified as one component in this review. Their study indicated that every minor child who 

participated in reentry circles with their incarcerated parent achieved personal healing 

through the process. Each child participant was also able to let go of difficult memories after 

the circle process.   

           Walker and Greening previously found significantly positive trends in forgiveness in 

adults as well. Their 2010 study indicated that of the 169 family members and loved ones 

who participated in a Huikahi circle, 124 ranked their forgiveness towards the incarcerated 

individual as very positive, 42 felt positive, and only three participants felt mixed feelings 

(Walker & Greening, 2010). This positive trend of healing and forgiveness was reiterated in 

each study following Walker and Greening’s publication. It is also important to note the 

difference between the pre and post-circle surveys indicated in the research. Often family 

members, children, and loved ones enter the circle after ranking their forgiveness towards the 

incarcerated individual and ability to let go of painful memories as negative or mixed. 

However, their feelings shift to positive or very positive after the circle. 

           Healing and forgiveness are foreign concepts to the traditional criminal justice system. 

The research indicates that restorative justice is effective in facilitating emotions of healing 

and forgiveness in ways that are not traditionally provided. One woman stated post-circle, “It 

absolutely helped me heal. I had things to say about how I was affected. The circle validated 

my feelings” (Walker & Greening, 2010, p. 6). Most families are not familiar with processes 

that facilitate safe spaces for them to work through the harm the incarcerated individual has 

caused them in their life. Evaluations of Huikahi circles demonstrate a possibility for all 

families impacted by incarceration to be able to work through these emotions and have 

difficult conversations with the help of a trained facilitator. 
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Improved Familial Relationships & Trust in the Future 

           The evidence demonstrates favorable reentry circle outcomes in terms of familial 

relationships and trust in the future. Walker reported early in her research that almost every 

participant cries at some point in the circle and argues that the circles succeeded in opening a 

line of communication between family members to resolve previous disputes (Walker, Sakai, 

& Brady, 2006). Walker and colleagues also share many quotes demonstrating the 

compliments given and the positive tone in which family members are communicating with 

one another. For some families, it is the first time they have recognized one another’s 

positive attributes and contributions to the family unit (Walker, Sakai, & Brady, 2006). 

           Walker and researchers also demonstrate the improved relationships between children 

and their incarcerated parent, which can be impactful in the deterrence of future criminal 

behavior in the child who has been impacted by parental incarceration. They found that after 

participating in a Huikahi reentry circle, the surveyed children all ranked their relationships 

with their incarcerated parent as positive or very positive (Walker, Tarutani, & McKibben, 

2015). These responses significantly differed from those before the circle, which indicated 

that children had mixed or negative feelings demonstrating the effectiveness of the reentry 

circle in improving relationships between incarcerated individuals and their children. They 

also found in this study that every child participant had either full or somewhat trust in the 

future following the reentry circle (Walker, Tarutani, & McKibben, 2015). Again, these 

responses were much different from the pre-circle results, which indicated a lack of trust in 

the future amongst the children with incarcerated parents. 

           In later studies, Walker and colleagues share responses from circle participants who 

argue that the circle helped them to understand that their criminal behavior affects the people 
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they love and build relationships with their family members (Walker & Kobayashi, 2020). 

Walker also demonstrates the ability of the circle to facilitate instrumental help for those 

reentering the community post-incarceration. The support plan created in the circle creates 

timelines and documentation to hold family members accountable for the help they offer to 

provide (Walker & De Reu, 2021). It is fair to assume that trust in the future is an immediate 

outcome of the structured process in which families create agreements, such as April’s 

family’s decision to purchase her dentures (Walker & De Reu, 2021). The Huikahi circles 

provide previously incarcerated individuals and their loved ones with a written plan to utilize 

in the future when needed to review the agreements made amongst the support networks. 

           The research strongly points to Huikahi circles as an effective way to facilitate 

positive relationships between family members impacted by incarceration. Survey and 

interview results indicate that the circle changes how family members view the incarcerated 

individual and allows families to discuss difficult topics. The research also indicates a deeper 

trust in the future that is achieved through the circle process and the written plan that is 

created in the circle. 

Understanding Amongst Stakeholders in the Reentry Process 

           The aforementioned example of April’s dentures is an indication of understanding 

amongst stakeholders in the reentry process. Walker and colleagues demonstrated in their 

research that the circle process is an opportunity for family members, loved ones, and prison 

staff to arrive at multiple agreements as to how the reentry process will unfold for the 

incarcerated person and their support network. The written plan is an instrumental method for 

those stakeholders to have mutual understanding and accountability for the process.  
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           It is also important to recognize the authoritative stakeholders in the reentry process, 

the criminal justice actors within the system. Through a review of the research, it was found 

that Lorenn Walker and colleagues gained buy-in from key stakeholders, which allowed 

them to expand the pilot program to multiple correctional facilities. In Walker’s first study, 

she called for more buy-in and committed leadership from prison administrators to alleviate 

the skepticism facilitators were receiving from prison staff, who perceived the circle process 

as a potential encroachment on their realm of responsibility. Walker repeated this notion in 

her next study by arguing that only 37% of circle applicants were able to participate in the 

reentry circle due to a lack of institutional support from Hawaii prisons. However, by 2010, 

the Hawaii State Legislature passed a resolution requiring Hawaii prisons to support Huikahi 

reentry circles. Shortly after, the United States Pretrial Services for the District of Hawaii 

office launched the RJ Circle Pilot Project allowing any individual who has pled guilty to a 

felony offense access to a reentry circle application.  

           In Walker’s research, she notes that 748 of the 749 participants in Huikahi reentry 

circles found them to be a positive experience. This statistic includes prison staff and 

probation/parole officers who have participated in a reentry circle. Walker and Kobayashi 

also share an impactful quote from a probation officer in their 2020 article. The officer stated 

that the circle was impactful for everyone involved and resulted in the outcomes mentioned 

here. The anecdotal and qualitative evidence provided in this systematic review demonstrates 

a strong indication that reentry circles are a way for familial and supportive stakeholders to 

gain an understanding of the incarcerated individual’s reentry needs, as well as an 

opportunity to provide criminal justice stakeholders with first-hand experience of the impact 

of restorative processes.  
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CHAPTER 4 

DISCUSSION  

Through an extensive review of the research, it is clear that Huikahi reentry circles 

achieve positive outcomes such as reduced recidivism, healing and forgiveness, improved 

familial relationships and trust in the future, and an understanding amongst stakeholders in 

the reentry process. With significant findings such as these, it is difficult to understand why 

reentry circles are not offered more expansively to address the needs of all families impacted 

by incarceration. There are a few limitations to the results of the systematic review, which 

lend understanding to the lack of reentry circle use across the United States.  

First, Huikahi reentry circles are under-funded and consequently under-researched. 

Reentry circles are primarily facilitated by practitioners of HFRJ, the non-profit founded by 

Lorren Walker. Due to the time extensive nature of the circle itself, the planning, the 

interviews, and much more, it is incredibly difficult for one organization to meet the needs of 

all incarcerated individuals and their families across the islands. As a result of scarce funding 

and lack of institutional buy-in during the first several years of implementation, there have 

only been 168 reentry circles conducted. Of those 168 circles, only 83 of the formerly 

incarcerated participants’ recidivism was researched. The research from Walker and others 

has been thorough and significant. Still, there is insufficient research to solidify the reentry 

circle practice’s effectiveness in reducing recidivism for all formerly incarcerated 

individuals. Reentry circles should be considered evidence-based because the process has 

been reviewed and tested by experts in the field of criminology, but the research currently 

only proves to be effective in the state of Hawaii. There are various reasons why Huikahi 
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circles are inherently successful in Hawaiian culture that might call for skepticism in a 

nationwide implementation. 

The Hawaiian culture is rooted in native culture and restorative practices. Kaulukukui 

and Walker partnered on a piece describing the parallels between westernized restorative 

justice and the native Hawaiian practice, Ho’oponopono, designed to restore and maintain 

healthy relationships between family members (Kaulukuki &Walker, 2021). Native 

Hawaiians traditionally value relationships with others and their connection to the natural 

world. It is geographically distinct from the rest of America and the world, placing a greater 

emphasis on connected and harmonious living in the community (Kaulukuki & Walker, 

2021). Although Ho’oponopono is facilitated by the native practitioner meeting one-on-one 

with each family member to discuss a conflict or transition, the idea of families resolving 

conflict within their own capacity is similar to restorative practices and principles. As 

previously discussed in this thesis, restorative principles are rooted in indigenous values and 

practices. Much of the current Hawaiian culture is deeply tied to the native peacemakers who 

practiced Ho’oponopono and many other processes to maintain connectedness and peace in 

the community. With the knowledge of Hawaiian history and native teachings, it is fair to 

posit that a restorative process such as the Huikahi reentry circle would be easily 

implemented in the criminal justice system despite the institutional barriers. Hawaiian culture 

is rooted in principles of repairing harm and engaging in reconciliation after wrongdoing due 

to its native history and geographical isolation (Kaulukuki & Walker, 2021). Because of the 

existing culture in the state of Hawaii, where all reentry circle research has been conducted, it 

raises the question: Can Huikahi reentry circles achieve similar positive outcomes in different 

locations? One might consider how reentry circles would impact families living in rural, 
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Midwestern regions or densely populated cities like New York. The parallels between 

Hawaiian culture and restorative justice ultimately call for diverse geographical 

implementation and evaluation of reentry circles. The positive outcomes of Huikahi reentry 

circles are significant. They have changed the lives of many families, so it is crucial to 

increase funding and gain buy-in from criminal justice stakeholders across the United States 

to understand the outcomes of restorative reentry circles in other cultural contexts.  

Finally, the ambiguous nature of the positive outcomes is difficult to contextualize. 

Walker and colleagues refer to the concept of healing as the ability to forgive (Walker, 

Tarutani, & McKibben, 2015). However, healing can be defined in various ways, such as the 

restoration of wholeness or the process of becoming well. Due to the arbitrary definition of 

healing used throughout the research, it would be difficult to argue that healing will occur for 

everyone as a result of a reentry circle because healing looks and feels different to each 

individual. However, the qualitative method of most of the research accounts for this 

potential limitation. By conducting interviews with circle participants, it allows them to 

describe what healing means to them and how it occurred as an outcome of the circle 

process. The concept of healing will always be difficult to contextualize within various 

cultures and experiences, but allowing participants to elaborate on the concept provides 

greater evidentiary value to this specific outcome. 

Despite the limited research available and the geographical isolation of reentry circle 

use, the evidence indicates positive outcomes for incarcerated individuals and their families. 

The criminal justice system historically ignores the reentry needs of formerly incarcerated 

individuals despite data showing that 95% of the incarcerated population will return to their 

communities (Hughes & Wilson, 2004). Research also shows that familial support is the 
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number one indicator of desistance from crime after release from incarceration (Mowen et 

al., 2019). The research is backed by criminological theory advocating for familial 

connection as an effective deterrence from crime (Agnew, 1985; Hirschi, 1969). With all the 

evidence pointing towards family support as a crucial aspect of the reentry process, it is 

empirically sound to pursue different modes of meeting those needs in the incarceration-

impacted community. Walker and colleagues’ research indicates an overwhelmingly positive 

experience for those who participate in a Huikahi reentry circle, as well as outcomes of 

healing and forgiveness, reduced recidivism, increased familial support and trust in the 

future, and mutual understanding amongst stakeholders. The research indicates promising 

results to fill existing gaps in reentry needs in incarcerated people across the United States. 

           To further validate reentry circles and expand their use in the criminal justice system, 

the author of this thesis calls for further evaluation of the recidivism rates in those who 

participate in a reentry circle. An outcome of reduced recidivism is the most effective way to 

gain buy-in from important stakeholders in the criminal justice system. Furthermore, the 

research needs to be conducted in different cultural contexts to evaluate whether the circles 

will have a similar impact in different geographical regions where a culture of restorative 

values does not already exist. As a follow-up to this systematic review, the author plans to 

evaluate the four outcomes in reentry circle participants in Kansas City, Missouri. Residents 

at the Transition Center of Kansas City have the opportunity to apply for a reentry circle 

facilitated by practitioners at the Center for Conflict Resolution (CCR). CCR currently 

partners with the Missouri Department of Corrections to bring restorative values and 

programming to the Transition Center. Facilitators will collect survey responses similar to 

the surveys designed by Lorren Walker and her team (See Appendix A & B). The facilitators 
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will also collect recidivism data and interview responses, when applicable. This research will 

only be possible with the continued support and commitment from the Missouri Department 

of Corrections to move in a more restorative direction that meets the needs of all 

incarceration-impacted individuals. 
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