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[bookmark: _Toc233967004]CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
[bookmark: _Toc233902307][bookmark: _Toc233967005]Background to the Study
Juvenile delinquency remains a persistent social and justice concern because offending in adolescence often sits alongside trauma, family strain, school exclusion, and weak access to care, rather than simple individual deviance (Ademi, 2023; Young et al., 2017). Global work suggests that youth offending declined in several high-income settings during the 2000s and early 2010s, yet the pattern has not been even across jurisdictions and legal systems (Young et al., 2017). For Malawi, the larger issue is how justice institutions respond when an offence occurs. 

For much of the modern period, youth justice systems relied heavily on punitive and custodial responses. That orientation treats offending chiefly as a breach of law to be sanctioned. The literature now casts doubt on that approach. Literature suggests that court exposure, institutionalisation, and coercive programmes may deepen stigma, interrupt schooling, weaken family ties, and place young people in contact with more delinquent peers (Young et al., 2017). Malawian evidence points in the same direction. Male juvenile offenders interviewed in prison described incarceration as traumatic, congested, and harmful to health and identity (Silungwe, 2007), and later work on prison conditions in Malawi indicates that custodial settings may worsen distress rather than resolve it  (Hout et al., 2024).

Restorative justice emerged partly in response to those limits. Across the available literature, restorative approaches treat offending as harm done to people and relationships rather than only a violation against the state (Murhula & Tolla, 2020; Rochaeti & Muthia, 2020). This framing shifts attention towards accountability, dialogue, repair, and reintegration. Comparative work on juvenile justice further suggests that diversion, community participation, and the best interests of the child sit near the centre of restorative approaches supported by international child-rights standards such as the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the Beijing Rules (Kurniawan, 2025). The wider point is clear. Youth justice responses tend to work better when they reduce unnecessary criminalisation and create room for reintegration.

African settings present a harder institutional problem. The promise of child-centred justice often meets weak capacity, heavy poverty, crowded facilities, and uneven psychosocial support. Malawian studies show this tension sharply. Rehabilitation centres are formally expected to reform young offenders, yet practice remains dominated by security, forced agricultural labour, inadequate education, and limited case-specific support (Kajawo & Johnson, 2023a, 2023b). Even where diversion and rehabilitation are recognised within Malawi’s wider justice system, the institutional base needed to make those commitments meaningful appears thin (Hout et al., 2024; Kajawo & Johnson, 2023a). Malawi studies, therefore, suggest a clear gap between formal child-centred commitments and everyday institutional practice (Kajawo & Johnson, 2023a, 2023b).

Gender makes this problem more complex. The literature available in this project suggests that male and female delinquency do not enter the justice system in identical ways. Silungwe’s Malawi study of male offenders links offending to unstable households, poverty, weak supervision, and peer influence. A systematic review on juvenile delinquency also suggests that family conflict, neglect, and trauma do not affect all young people in the same way; some findings indicate that girls may be more sensitive to fluctuations in parental warmth and hostility (Aazami et al., 2023). Yet female offending remains under-researched and often statistically obscured (Ademi, 2023). That imbalance appears inside Malawian institutions too. In the only gender-mixed facility discussed by Kajawo and Johnson, female inmates reportedly had no rehabilitation activities and remained idle until release (Kajawo & Johnson, 2023b). Gender-neutral interventions may therefore miss the very differences that shape behaviour, compliance, and reintegration.
[bookmark: _Toc233902308][bookmark: _Toc233967006][bookmark: background-to-the-study][bookmark: problem-statement]Problem Statement
Restorative and rehabilitative ideas are increasingly present in juvenile justice debates, yet their behavioural effect within Malawian reformatory settings remains unclear. Existing Malawi studies show that rehabilitation centres often operate with limited psychosocial support, weak educational provision, forced labour expectations, and a stronger concern for security than personal reform (Kajawo & Johnson, 2023a, 2023b). Those findings suggest that the mere presence of correctional or reformative language does not by itself indicate meaningful behavioural change.

A second problem lies in the treatment of juveniles as a largely uniform group. The wider literature suggests that pathways into offending differ across young people according to family relations, trauma exposure, peer influence, and social position (Aazami et al., 2023; Young et al., 2017). Yet the available Malawi evidence is either explicitly male-centred or includes too few female participants to support a careful comparison (Kajawo & Johnson, 2023b). Where female juveniles do appear, the evidence points to neglect rather than tailored rehabilitation, since one mixed facility reportedly offered no activities to girls at all (Kajawo & Johnson, 2023b). Gender-neutral interventions may therefore fail to address different needs, risks, and responses to restorative practice.


[bookmark: _Toc233902309][bookmark: _Toc233967007][bookmark: justification-of-the-study]Justification of the Study
A Malawi-based study on restorative practices is needed because the available evidence already shows a gap between the language of rehabilitation and the daily experience of confinement. Recent work on young offenders’ centres describes programmes that are poorly planned, thinly resourced, and often displaced by security priorities or farm production targets (Kajawo & Johnson, 2023a, 2023b). That evidence raises an immediate policy problem: restorative or reformative claims may be attached to institutions whose actual practices still resemble custodial control. A current study focused on behavioural outcomes could help determine whether the practices in use are changing conduct in meaningful ways or simply relabelling old routines.

Several groups could use these findings. Policymakers may draw on the study when reviewing juvenile justice implementation and the place of diversion, rehabilitation, and non-custodial responses in Malawi’s child justice framework (Hout et al., 2024; Kurniawan, 2025) . Reformatory centres may use the evidence to revise programming, staffing, and case management where current provision is weak (Kajawo & Johnson, 2023a, 2023b). Social workers, counsellors, and development partners may also use the results to design interventions that link accountability with psychosocial care rather than punishment alone (Aazami et al., 2023; Young et al., 2017). The academic value is equally direct because Malawi-specific work on restorative practices remains sparse.
What sets this study apart is its combined attention to context, behaviour, and gender. Most of the uploaded literature either examines Malawi without a restorative focus (Hout et al., 2024; Kajawo & Johnson, 2023b), or restorative justice without sustained attention to Malawi and gendered juvenile outcomes (Kurniawan, 2025; Lodi et al., 2021; Murhula & Tolla, 2020; Rochaeti & Muthia, 2020). The proposed comparison between male and female juveniles in selected Malawian centres could therefore add evidence that the current literature does not yet provide. If the findings show that similar practices have different effects across gender, programme design and policy review would need to move away from one-size-fits-all rehabilitation.

To my knowledge, I havent come across a  study that compares the behavioural outcomes of restorative practices between male and female juveniles in Malawian reformatories. This study addresses that gap by examining the restorative practices used in selected centres, assessing the behavioural outcomes linked to those practices, comparing outcomes across male and female juveniles, and analysing the extent to which gender shapes those outcomes.


[bookmark: _Toc233902310][bookmark: _Toc233967008]Objectives of the Study
[bookmark: _Toc233902311][bookmark: _Toc233967009]Main objective
The general objective is to examine the role of restorative practices on behavioural outcomes among juvenile delinquents by comparing experiences across gender and institutional settings at Kachere and Mpemba Reformatory Centres in Malawi.

[bookmark: _Toc233902312][bookmark: _Toc233967010][bookmark: objectives-of-the-study]Specific objectives
The study will pursue these four specific objectives:
1. To assess the types of restorative practices used in selected reformatory centres.
1. To evaluate behavioural outcomes associated with restorative practices.
1. To compare behavioural outcomes between male and female juvenile offenders.
1. To examine the influence of gender on the effectiveness of restorative practices.

[bookmark: _Toc233902313][bookmark: _Toc233967011][bookmark: research-questions]Research Questions
The study will be guided by the following questions:
1. What restorative practices are implemented in Malawian reformatory centres?
1. What behavioural outcomes are associated with these practices?
1. How do these outcomes differ between male and female offenders?
1. How does gender influence the effectiveness of restorative practices?

[bookmark: _Toc233902314][bookmark: _Toc233967012][bookmark: significance-of-the-study]Significance of the Study
The study may add to academic literature on juvenile justice in Malawi. Existing work tells us a good deal about institutional weakness, custodial harm, and general rehabilitation deficits (Hout et al., 2024; Kajawo & Johnson, 2023b, 2023b), but much less about restorative practice as a behavioural mechanism and less still about how gender may alter that relationship. By linking these strands, the study may provide a more usable account of rehabilitation than studies that treat youth offenders as a single category.

The study also has policy value. Malawi’s juvenile justice framework appears to endorse rehabilitation and diversion, yet practice within custodial settings still seems uneven (Hout et al., 2024; Kajawo & Johnson, 2023b). Evidence on which practices are associated with better behaviour, and for whom, may help officials refine implementation rather than rely on formal policy statements alone. That may be useful to ministries, correctional authorities, courts, and development partners working on child justice reform.

At the practical level, the findings may guide programme design inside reformatory centres. If some practices appear linked to improved emotional regulation, accountability, empathy, or social reintegration, centre managers and social workers may have a basis for protecting those elements from being displaced by routine security work. If the study finds that similar practices operate differently for girls and boys, the evidence may also support more gender-responsive rehabilitation.

[bookmark: _Toc233902315][bookmark: _Toc233967013][bookmark: chapter-one-introduction][bookmark: scope-and-delimitations]Scope and Delimitations
The study will be conducted at Kachere and Mpemba reformatory centres in Malawi. It will focus on juveniles below the age of 18 who are resident in those institutions during the period of data collection. The thematic focus will remain narrow: restorative practices and their behavioural outcomes. Broader issues such as causes of national crime trends, adult offending, sentencing patterns, and post-release labour market outcomes fall outside the main scope of the inquiry.

The study is also delimited in analytical terms. It does not attempt to evaluate the full juvenile justice system in Malawi, nor does it claim to measure every influence on behaviour. Behavioural outcomes may be shaped by family background, institutional climate, prior trauma, education, and mental health (Aazami et al., 2023; Hout et al., 2024; Silungwe, 2007). The study instead examines how restorative practices appear to operate within those constraints in two selected centres. That narrower focus should allow a more careful comparison between male and female juveniles than a broad national survey would permit.

[bookmark: operational-definitions]Operational Definitions

[bookmark: chapter-two-literature-review]Juvenile delinquency refers to unlawful or offending behaviour committed by persons below 18 years, understood as a distinct category because age, development, and legal status affect responsibility and treatment 
Restorative practices are structured or semi-structured processes that seek accountability, dialogue, repair of harm, reintegration, or diversion from purely punitive responses. In this study, these may include mediation, conferencing, guided dialogue, circles, or related rehabilitative processes used within or around reformatory centres 

Behavioural outcomes are observable or reported changes in conduct, accountability, emotional regulation, empathy, discipline, conflict management, or readiness for reintegration that appear after exposure to restorative practices.

Gender-responsive intervention refers to an intervention designed with attention to the different risks, experiences, and support needs of male and female juveniles rather than assuming a single pathway into offending or reform.

Recidivism refers to reoffending or returning to conflict with the law after a prior offence or justice intervention. Where formal follow-up data are unavailable, the concept may also be discussed through the reported risk of reoffending.



[bookmark: _Toc233902316][bookmark: _Toc233967014]CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
[bookmark: Xbf784ab1ba1d6a3a845ac0d8435286f235f6353][bookmark: _Toc233902317][bookmark: _Toc233967015]Global and Local Status of Juvenile Delinquency
Juvenile delinquency does not arise in a social vacuum, and the literature increasingly resists explanations that treat youthful offending as a simple matter of bad character. Comparative work shows that reported levels of delinquency are shaped not only by young people’s conduct, but also by legal definitions, police practices, diversion thresholds, and the extent to which justice systems criminalise low-level misconduct (Kurniawan, 2025; Young et al., 2017). This means that any review of juvenile offending must distinguish between actual harmful behaviour and the institutional processes that define, record, and respond to it.

Across the wider empirical literature, the strongest pattern is the concentration of youth offending around disrupted care and structural disadvantage. Family conflict, neglect, maltreatment, weak supervision, school disconnection, and exposure to deviant peers recur as linked risk factors, while stable parenting, attachment to school, and social support tend to operate as protective conditions (Aazami et al., 2023; Young et al., 2017). This is important for the present study because it shifts the question from punishment alone to the social conditions under which behaviour is formed and later reformed.

African evidence generally supports that pattern, although the research base remains thinner and less evenly developed than in Europe or North America. The studies available here connect juvenile offending to poverty, weak welfare provision, family strain, and the pressures of insecure urban life (Young et al., 2017). These factors do not produce delinquency mechanically, but they help explain why youth offending in low-resource settings often reflects broader social breakdown rather than isolated individual choice.

Malawian studies give this wider picture a more immediate institutional and biographical form. Life-history work with male offenders links delinquency to parental conflict, bereavement, neglect, hunger, and peer influence. This evidence is limited in scale, yet it shows how poverty becomes criminogenic when it combines with weak supervision and emotional instability. Recent work on young offenders’ centres extends the point by showing that offending is then met by institutions marked by security routines, agricultural labour, weak schooling, and thin psychosocial support (Kajawo & Johnson, 2023a, 2023b). Custodial conditions may therefore intensify distress instead of addressing the social injuries that helped produce offending in the first place (Hout et al., 2024). That local context matters because any restorative practice introduced into such centres will operate inside these constraints rather than outside them.

[bookmark: Xee5bfe621d863373507f5321451365beb04bf0c][bookmark: _Toc233902318][bookmark: _Toc233967016]Types of Restorative Practices in Juvenile Justice
The literature shows that restorative practice should be treated as a broad justice orientation rather than a single standardised intervention. Its common thread is not one procedure but a shared emphasis on accountability, dialogue, repair of harm, participation of affected parties, and reintegration of the offender into social relationships (Murhula & Tolla, 2020; Rochaeti & Muthia, 2020; Zehr & Mika, 2017). This matters analytically because programmes may carry restorative labels while differing sharply in design, intensity, and purpose.

Within that wider orientation, several practice forms recur across juvenile justice research. Mediation, restorative conferencing, circles, peer mediation, and guided restorative conversations are among the most commonly cited approaches in youth-focused work (Lodi et al., 2021). Although these practices are often grouped together, they do not do the same work. Mediation and conferencing are usually more offence-specific and more directly concerned with acknowledgement of harm, apology, and negotiated reparation (Gomis-Pomares et al., 2020; Murhula & Tolla, 2020). Circles and restorative conversations often work at a more relational level, seeking to rebuild trust, improve communication, and reduce future conflict before or after serious incidents (Lodi et al., 2021).

Diversion needs to be separated from these dialogue-based processes because it operates at a different stage of the justice pathway. In comparative and legal studies, diversion is treated as restorative not because it always includes face-to-face encounter, but because it redirects children away from formal prosecution and towards settlement, supervision, or reintegration in less punitive settings (Kurniawan, 2025; Pradityo, 2016). In that sense, diversion addresses the harm of justice-system exposure itself. This is especially important in juvenile cases, where formal court processing can intensify stigma and deepen future offending risk (Kurniawan, 2025; Wilson et al., 2018).

The literature also makes clear that practice type alone does not determine whether a response is genuinely restorative. Better outcomes are usually associated with voluntary participation, clear structure, acknowledgement of responsibility, and a process that affected parties experience as fair (Fulham, 2018). Community-based restorative forms similarly depend on trusted facilitators, recognised authority, and workable procedures for follow-up (Kurniawan, 2025; Rochaeti & Muthia, 2020). A programme may therefore be called restorative on paper while functioning in practice as little more than managed discipline.

This distinction is crucial for the present study because much of the detailed practice literature comes from schools, community programmes, or legal diversion schemes rather than custodial reformatory centres (Kurniawan, 2025; Lodi et al., 2021; Pradityo, 2016). Malawian reformatories appear to operate under very different conditions, including security-first routines, weak psychosocial services, and strained rehabilitation capacity (Kajawo & Johnson, 2023a, 2023b). The key issue is therefore not only which restorative practices exist in theory, but which ones can realistically be implemented, sustained, and experienced as meaningful within these institutions.
[bookmark: X6134b6bdd16ad845b3ee4443db88ca6d772b37d][bookmark: _Toc233902319][bookmark: _Toc233967017]Behavioural Outcomes Associated with Restorative Practices
The literature does not treat behavioural outcome as a narrow synonym for recidivism, even though reoffending remains one of the most visible measures in justice research. Meta-analytic evidence suggests that restorative interventions can be associated with lower reoffending, stronger accountability, more positive attitudes towards victims, and higher satisfaction with the process (Fulham, 2018). This broader outcome frame is important because behavioural change in juvenile settings often appears first through shifts in responsibility, empathy, conflict handling, and willingness to repair harm, rather than only through long-term official reconviction measures.

Diversion studies support part of that claim, especially where later offending is used as the main endpoint. Stronger experimental and quasi-experimental evidence indicates that police-initiated diversion can reduce subsequent delinquent behaviour when compared with formal processing (Wilson et al., 2018). That finding strengthens the case for restorative and non-custodial approaches, but it also shows the limits of a single indicator. Reduced reoffending tells us something important about later contact with the law, yet it does not by itself show how or why behaviour changed.

Other studies make the picture more conditional. In youth-focused work on victim-offender mediation, some apparent advantages weaken once baseline risk is controlled, suggesting that age, prior history, and broader personal circumstances may shape outcomes as much as the intervention itself (Gomis-Pomares et al., 2020). This does not invalidate restorative practice, but it does caution against presenting it as uniformly effective across all populations and settings.

At the same time, the more immediate psychosocial outcomes are often described more consistently across the literature. Restorative programmes are linked to empathy, emotional awareness, conflict management, voice, and perceptions of procedural fairness (Lodi et al., 2021; Murhula & Tolla, 2020). These are not trivial side effects. For justice-involved juveniles, especially those in controlled institutional settings, such changes may be the most realistic early signs of behavioural improvement before any longer-term assessment of recidivism becomes possible.

The main difficulty lies in transferability. Much of the stronger behavioural evidence comes from school-based, community-based, or higher-income justice settings (Fulham, 2018; Lodi et al., 2021; Wilson et al., 2018). The assumption that the same effects will appear inside a coercive reformatory environment is therefore not safe. Malawian studies sharpen that concern by showing that young offenders’ centres often operate with weak planning, limited psychosocial support, labour demands, and strong institutional control (Kajawo & Johnson, 2023a, 2023b). Under those conditions, observed behavioural outcomes may reflect institutional climate, fear, or routine compliance as much as genuine restorative change (Hout et al., 2024). The present study is therefore justified not simply because restorative practice exists in the literature, but because its reported outcomes need to be tested in the specific setting where this thesis is located.
[bookmark: X2dfcae8cb05ae89e92a9cfb20139e940403d1c5][bookmark: _Toc233902320][bookmark: _Toc233967018]Comparative Behavioural Outcomes Between Male and Female Juveniles
The third objective is to compare behavioural outcomes between male and female juveniles, yet the literature is more developed on gendered pathways into offending than on direct post-intervention outcome comparison. This imbalance matters because a field built largely on male samples can easily present its findings as universal when they are not (Kajawo & Johnson, 2023b). Chesney-Lind’s critique is still useful here because it shows how girls’ offending has often been interpreted through frameworks designed around male behaviour, male risk patterns, and male institutional histories (Chesney‐Lind & Chagnon, 2015). The comparison problem is therefore methodological as well as substantive.

Where more direct comparison is available, trauma emerges as one of the clearest points of difference. Vitopoulos et al. report that girls show higher post-traumatic stress symptoms and heavier exposure to sexual and emotional abuse, yet maltreatment predicts reoffending for both boys and girls (Vitopoulos et al., 2018). This is important because it avoids two simplistic conclusions at once. It does not reduce trauma to a girls-only issue, and it does not assume that similar behavioural outcomes reflect identical underlying experiences. The same institutional misconduct, aggression, withdrawal, or non-compliance may emerge from different emotional histories across gender.

Research centred on girls makes that point sharper. Peterson et al. show that direct victimisation predicts behaviours such as running away, fighting, and involvement in sex work amongst adjudicated girls (Peterson et al., 2019). When viewed through administrative records alone, these acts may appear as delinquent behaviour of the same kind seen in boys. Yet the study suggests that some of them function as survival responses to abuse rather than simple equivalents of male offending patterns (Peterson et al., 2019). Comparative analysis must therefore move beyond counting incidents and ask whether the same recorded behaviour carries the same social meaning across male and female juveniles.

Broader review evidence points in the same direction. Baidawi et al. find that justice-involved girls often have heavier child welfare involvement and more complex maltreatment histories, whereas boys more often show earlier onset and more violent offending (Baidawi et al., 2021). Similarly, Aazami et al. (2023) suggest that girls may be more sensitive to changes in parental warmth and hostility. These studies do not establish that restorative practices will produce different behavioural outcomes by gender, but they strongly suggest that equivalent measures may sit on unequal backgrounds. This is precisely why a comparative design is needed.

The Malawi literature leaves this issue largely unresolved. Silungwe focuses on male offenders only (Silungwe, 2007), while Kajawo and Johnson include girls in very small numbers and report that one female section had no rehabilitation activities at all (Kajawo & Johnson, 2023a, 2023b). The local evidence base is therefore too thin to support a confident comparison of behavioural outcomes between boys and girls in reformatory rehabilitation. That absence is not a minor gap. It sits at the centre of the present study’s third objective.
[bookmark: Xdd15640ab2f218f35227756343c41b4f4e67611][bookmark: _Toc233902321][bookmark: _Toc233967019]Gender as an Influence on the Effectiveness of Restorative Practices
The fourth objective goes a step further than comparison by asking how gender influences the effectiveness of restorative practices. The reviewed literature suggests that gender does not matter simply as a biological category. It matters because boys and girls often enter justice institutions with different trauma histories, welfare experiences, social expectations, and patterns of institutional treatment (Baidawi et al., 2021; Kajawo & Johnson, 2023b; Vitopoulos et al., 2018). Gender therefore works more convincingly as a moderating condition that can shape how a restorative process is received, delivered, and translated into behavioural outcome.

One route through which this moderation may occur is trauma. Restorative processes often rely on participation, voice, acknowledgement of harm, and interpersonal engagement (Murhula & Tolla, 2020; Zehr & Mika, 2017). Jeffries et al. show in gendered violence research that poorly designed restorative encounters can reproduce power imbalance and retraumatise participants (Jeffries et al., 2021). Although that study is not juvenile-specific, the warning is highly relevant because many justice-involved girls appear to carry histories of direct victimisation and welfare disruption (Baidawi et al., 2021; Peterson et al., 2019). Under those conditions, the effectiveness of restorative practice may depend less on whether dialogue occurs and more on whether the process is safe, well prepared, and responsive to vulnerability.

A second route is unequal institutional delivery. Kajawo and Johnson report that girls in one mixed Malawian facility were effectively excluded from rehabilitation activities (Kajawo & Johnson, 2023b). If the intensity, regularity, or quality of intervention differs across gender, then later differences in behavioural outcome cannot be attributed confidently to the intrinsic effectiveness of restorative practice. They may instead reflect unequal access to treatment. This is a crucial point for the present study because evaluations often ask whether a programme worked before establishing whether it was actually delivered in comparable ways.

A third route concerns programme fit. Galbraith and Huey find no significant gender moderation across psychosocial interventions, but they also note that many of the reviewed programmes were not genuinely gender-responsive in design (Galbraith & Huey, 2023). Their finding is therefore less decisive than it first appears. It may mean that boys and girls respond similarly to mainstream interventions, but it may also mean that interventions built without attention to gendered experience fail to capture the kinds of support that matter most for either group.

Trauma-focused evidence makes the second interpretation plausible. Vitopoulos et al. link maltreatment closely to reoffending (Vitopoulos et al., 2018), while Peterson et al. show that victimisation helps shape forms of girls’ offending that may later be treated institutionally as simple misconduct (Peterson et al., 2019). Read together, these studies suggest that restorative effectiveness may vary where programme design does not match trauma history, relational need, or prior welfare involvement. Gender thus matters not only because boys and girls differ, but because their patterned experiences may alter what kind of restorative intervention is workable.

The Malawian setting gives this issue particular force. Thin psychosocial support, weak individual planning, and the reported exclusion of girls from structured activity suggest that restorative work in Malawi may already be gendered through delivery conditions rather than through formal policy (Kajawo & Johnson, 2023a, 2023b). Gender is therefore appropriately treated in the present study as a moderating variable, since it may shape how restorative practice is implemented, experienced, and reflected in behavioural outcomes.
[bookmark: theoretical-framework][bookmark: _Toc233902322][bookmark: _Toc233967020]Theoretical Framework
Restorative Justice Theory provides the first anchor because it explains why repair-based responses may produce different behavioural effects from punishment-centred ones. In this tradition, offending is understood as harm done to persons and relationships, so the response extends to accountability, dialogue, reparation, and reintegration (Murhula & Tolla, 2020; Zehr & Mika, 2017). This theory is useful to the present study because it explains why practices such as mediation, conferencing, and circles may influence behaviour by reorienting the offender towards responsibility and repair rather than exclusion.

Social Learning Theory provides the second anchor because juvenile offending and rehabilitation both develop in social settings. Bandura’s formulation holds that behaviour is acquired through observation, imitation, reinforcement, and interaction with others (Bandura, 1977). Offending in Malawi is linked to peer influence, unstable homes, and weak adult guidance, which means that young people in those conditions are exposed to models of conduct that normalise conflict or rule-breaking rather than accountability. The same logic applies inside reformatory centres. Depending on how those institutions are organised, they may model coercion and compliance or, alternatively, pro-social conduct and repair (Kajawo & Johnson, 2023b). Social Learning Theory therefore helps explain how restorative practices might produce behavioural change: repeated exposure to dialogue, acknowledgement of harm, and guided interaction with staff and peers may gradually shape empathy, emotional regulation, and conflict management through the same observational and imitative processes that contributed to offending in the first place. Figure 1 is the social learning theory process by Bandura visualised [image: ]
[bookmark: _Ref233943437][bookmark: _Toc233958994]Figure 1: Social Learning theory

Feminist Pathways Theory provides the third anchor because the literature does not support the assumption that boys and girls arrive in delinquency through identical routes. Work on girls and youth justice argues that abuse, exploitation, family instability, and survival responses are central to many girls’ pathways (Chesney‐Lind & Chagnon, 2015; Peterson et al., 2019). Later reviews refine this by showing that girls often carry heavier maltreatment burdens and deeper child welfare involvement (Baidawi et al., 2021). This theory is therefore useful because it explains why a single restorative process may not have the same meaning or effect across gender.

The three theories work together rather than compete. Restorative Justice Theory explains why repair-based processes may matter. Social Learning Theory explains how behaviour may shift through interaction and modelling. Feminist Pathways Theory explains why those same processes may not operate uniformly across male and female juveniles. The theoretical framework therefore supports a study that asks not only whether restorative practices exist, but also how they work and for whom.

[bookmark: conceptual-framework][bookmark: _Toc233902323][bookmark: _Toc233967021]Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework (shown in Figure 2) centres on one main relationship: restorative practices are expected to influence behavioural outcomes amongst juvenile delinquents in selected reformatory centres in Malawi. The independent variable is restorative practices. In this study, that variable refers to the presence, type, and quality of practices such as mediation, conferencing, circles, guided dialogue, apology, restitution, and diversion-linked counselling.
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Ref233945090][bookmark: _Toc233958995]Figure 2: Conceptual Framework
The dependent variable is behavioural outcomes. In the present study, this includes reported or observed changes in accountability, empathy, emotional regulation, conflict management, aggression control, rule compliance, and readiness for reintegration Recidivism remains important in the wider literature (Fulham, 2018; Wilson et al., 2018), but immediate institutional outcomes are likely to be more measurable in a reformatory-centre study.

Gender is treated as the moderating variable. The literature supports this because boys and girls often differ in trauma history, child welfare involvement, social pressures, and institutional treatment (Baidawi et al., 2021; Kajawo & Johnson, 2023b; Peterson et al., 2019; Vitopoulos et al., 2018). 

Contextual factors may also shape the main relationship. The reviewed literature points especially to family background, poverty, peer influence, trauma history, mental health, education, institutional climate, staffing, and psychosocial support (Aazami et al., 2023; Hout et al., 2024; Kajawo & Johnson, 2023a). These conditions do not replace the central variables, but they may strengthen or weaken the effect of restorative practices on behaviour.

The conceptual relationship can therefore be stated clearly. Restorative practices as the independent variables are expected to influence behavioural outcomes as the dependent variable, and that relationship may be moderated by gender and shaped by institutional and socio-economic conditions. The framework therefore links the study’s four objectives into one analytic model.

[bookmark: research-gap][bookmark: _Toc233902324][bookmark: _Toc233967022]Research Gap
The literature consistently shows that juvenile delinquency is closely tied to family disruption, maltreatment, school disconnection, poverty, and peer processes (Aazami et al., 2023; Young et al., 2017). This weakens narrow punitive explanations of offending and supports the need for interventions that address relational and developmental harm rather than punishment alone.

The same literature also shows that custodial and exclusionary responses have serious limits. Court exposure, institutionalisation, harsh routines, and prison-like control can deepen stigma and disrupt healthy development (Aazami et al., 2023). Malawian studies intensify that concern by pointing to labour demands, weak psychosocial support, and rehabilitation systems that often operate more as control structures than as reform programmes (Hout et al., 2024; Kajawo & Johnson, 2023a, 2023b).

Restorative and diversionary approaches offer a plausible alternative, and the available evidence suggests that they can improve some outcomes. Studies report gains in recidivism, accountability, empathy, and procedural fairness, but those gains are not uniform across settings or populations (Fulham, 2018; Lodi et al., 2021; Wilson et al., 2018). They appear to depend on programme quality, baseline risk, and the social conditions in which the intervention is delivered (Fulham, 2018; Galbraith & Huey, 2023; Gomis-Pomares et al., 2020).

Gender remains one of the least settled issues in that evidence base. Boys and girls often enter justice systems through different trauma histories, welfare experiences, and social pressures (Baidawi et al., 2021; Peterson et al., 2019; Vitopoulos et al., 2018), and Malawi evidence suggests that girls may receive weaker or less structured rehabilitation than boys (Kajawo & Johnson, 2023b). Yet direct evidence from African reformatory settings remains sparse.

The central research gap therefore lies at the intersection of setting, practice, outcome, and gender. Existing Malawi studies describe institutional weakness and rehabilitation deficits, but they do not clearly identify the restorative practices in use, test their behavioural associations, or compare those associations across male and female juveniles (Kajawo & Johnson, 2023a, 2023b). At the same time, much of the stronger restorative literature comes from non-African, school-based, community-based, or non-custodial contexts (Fulham, 2018; Kurniawan, 2025; Lodi et al., 2021; Murhula & Tolla, 2020). The present study addresses that gap by examining restorative practices inside Malawian reformatories and by testing whether their behavioural effects differ across gender.


[bookmark: _Toc233902325][bookmark: _Toc233967023]CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY
[bookmark: _Toc233902326][bookmark: _Toc233967024][bookmark: research-design]Research Design
The study will adopt a qualitatively-dominant convergent parallel mixed-methods design. This design is suitable because the research questions call for two kinds of evidence at the same time: detailed accounts of how juveniles and staff understand restorative practices in daily institutional life, and supplementary descriptive information on reported exposure and self-rated behavioural change. Qualitative data will carry the primary comparative and explanatory work, helping to explain why particular patterns appear and how specific practices are experienced by male and female juveniles. Quantitative data from the structured questionnaire will provide descriptive, supplementary context, noting apparent differences in reported exposure or self-rated change without inferential statistical comparison. A mixed-methods approach has already been used productively in Malawian research on young offender rehabilitation (Kajawo & Johnson,  2023b).

Under this design, the researcher will collect qualitative and quantitative data during the same phase of fieldwork, analyse the two strands separately, and then integrate them during interpretation, with qualitative findings given interpretive priority. The value of this design lies in triangulation. If both strands point in the same direction, confidence in the interpretation increases. If they diverge, the researcher can examine whether institutional context, gendered experience, or measurement limits explain the mismatch.

Given that Malawian reformatory centres are sex-segregated by institutional policy, with Kachere accommodating female juveniles and Mpemba accommodating male juveniles, the cross-institutional design is structurally inherent to conducting a gender-comparative study in this context. Institutional setting is therefore treated as a contextual variable rather than a confounding factor, and qualitative methods are employed to account for site-specific differences."

[bookmark: _Toc233902327][bookmark: _Toc233967025][bookmark: study-area]Study Area
The study will be conducted at Kachere and Mpemba reformatory centres in Malawi. These sites are appropriate because they are correctional institutions that work with juveniles in conflict with the law and therefore provide a direct setting for examining restorative or reformative practices. The two-site design also allows comparison across institutional settings rather than treating one centre as typical by default. 

The selection of reformatory centres is important in light of the current Malawi evidence. Recent studies suggest that rehabilitation in young offenders’ facilities is often constrained by shortages of educational resources, weak psychosocial support, and competing security or production demands (Kajawo & Johnson, 2023a, 2023b). Studying two centres may therefore help the researcher assess whether restorative practices are implemented consistently or whether behavioural outcomes vary according to local institutional conditions.
[bookmark: _Toc233902328][bookmark: _Toc233967026]Population 
The target population will consist of juvenile offenders below the age of 18 who are housed at Kachere and Mpemba during the period of study. Because the study also seeks to understand how restorative practices are organised and interpreted, a secondary population will include staff directly involved in rehabilitation or case management, such as officers, social workers, counsellors, teachers, and centre 
[bookmark: _Toc233967027]Sample size
The study will involve a total of 40 participants, drawn from two reformatory centres in Malawi. This comprises 24 juvenile offenders, 16 rehabilitation officers and social workers.

For juvenile participants, a sample of 12 female juveniles from Kachere Reformatory Centre and 12 male juveniles from Mpemba Reformatory Centre will be selected, giving a total of 24. This allocation reflects the sex-segregated institutional structure of Malawian reformatory centres, where Kachere accommodates female juveniles and Mpemba accommodates male juveniles. 

For rehabilitation officers and social workers, 4 male officials and 4 female officials will be selected from each reformatory centre, yielding 8 officers per institution and 16 in total. This balanced allocation ensures gender and institutional representation among staff respondents across both Kachere and Mpemba, enabling a comprehensive understanding of how restorative practices are administered in each setting.

[bookmark: _Toc233967028][bookmark: population-and-sampling]Sampling
Stratified sampling will be the primary technique applied across both participant groups.
For juvenile offenders, the population will first be stratified by gender, producing two strata: female juveniles at Kachere and male juveniles at Mpemba. Given the sex-segregated nature of the two institutions, gender stratification is inherently aligned with institutional stratification. From each stratum, simple random sampling will then be applied to select 12 participants, ensuring that every eligible juvenile within each centre has an equal probability of selection. Eligibility criteria will include being formally admitted to the reformatory centre, aged below 18 years, and having been exposed to at least one documented restorative practice during their current admission.

For rehabilitation officers and social workers, the population at each centre will be stratified by gender, yielding two strata per institution, male officers and female officers. From each gender stratum at each centre, eight participants will be selected using purposive sampling, targeting individuals with direct involvement in the design, delivery, or supervision of restorative programmes. Purposive sampling is justified here because officers are being selected for their professional knowledge and experience, not for statistical representativeness.

The combination of stratified and purposive sampling ensures that the study achieves both balanced demographic representation and informational richness across participant groups.

[bookmark: _Toc233902329][bookmark: _Toc233967029]Data Collection Methods
[bookmark: data-analysis]Three methods will be used: semi-structured interviews, key informant interviews, and document review, supported by a short structured questionnaire.

Semi-structured interviews will be the primary source of data for juvenile participants, conducted individually with the juveniles sampled across both centres, as detailed under the sampling procedure above. Interviews with juveniles will explore how they understand restorative practices, whether they consider the practices fair, whether and how the practices appear to have influenced their behaviour, and whether their experiences seem to differ by gender or institutional setting. Interview guides will use open-ended questions with follow-up probes, allowing participants to describe experiences in their own words while keeping coverage broadly consistent across respondents.

Key informant interviews (KIIs) will be conducted with the rehabilitation officers and social workers sampled across both centres. These interviews will examine the intent behind restorative programming, the practical constraints on implementation, staff perceptions of behavioural change among juveniles, and whether current practice is sensitive to the different needs of boys and girls. As key informants, officers and social workers will be treated as sources of professional insight into how restorative practices are designed, delivered, and experienced institutionally.

Document review will provide a third, non-reactive source of qualitative evidence. The researcher will examine institutional records and available programme documents, including rehabilitation schedules, case files where access is ethically permitted, behaviour logs, counselling records, and centre guidelines on discipline or rehabilitation. These materials will help verify which practices are actually implemented, cross-check participant accounts against institutional documentation, and identify gaps between stated policy and everyday practice.

A short structured questionnaire, administered through KoboCollect (www.kobotoolbox.org), will be retained as a light supplementary instrument rather than the main data source. It will capture basic demographic information and a simple count of the restorative practices each juvenile reports having experienced. This information will be used descriptively, to profile participants and to give the qualitative themes a contextual backdrop, and will not be used to test statistical hypotheses.

Each objective will draw primarily on these qualitative sources. Assessing the types of restorative practices used in the selected reformatory centres will draw on interviews, key informant interviews, and document review, supported descriptively by the questionnaire, and analysed through thematic and content analysis. Evaluating behavioural outcomes associated with restorative practices will draw on interviews and key informant interviews, analysed thematically. Comparing behavioural outcomes between male and female juvenile offenders will draw on interviews and key informant interviews conducted at Kachere and Mpemba, analysed through comparative thematic analysis supported by descriptive cross-tabulation of questionnaire data. Examining the influence of gender on the effectiveness of restorative practices will draw on interviews, key informant interviews, and document review, analysed through comparative and interpretive thematic analysis.

[bookmark: _Toc233967030]Data Analysis
Thematic analysis will be the primary analytic approach, applied to interview transcripts, key informant interview transcripts, and document review notes. Analysis will broadly follow Braun and Clarke’s six-phase approach to thematic analysis: familiarisation with the data, generation of initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the final analytic account. Coding and theme development will be managed using Taguette (www.taguette.org), a free and open-source qualitative data analysis tool.

The coding framework will combine deductive codes drawn from the research objectives and interview guides with inductive codes that emerge from participants’ own accounts. Codes will be grouped into broader themes and organised in a framework matrix that allows systematic comparison across cases, by centre (Kachere versus Mpemba) and by gender (female versus male), so that patterns of similarity and difference can be 
identified transparently rather than asserted.


To address the first objective, the types of restorative practices reported by participants, such as mediation, conferencing, guided dialogue, circles, apology and restitution processes, and diversion-linked counselling, will be identified through content and thematic analysis of interview, key informant interview, and document review data. Document review findings will be compared against participant accounts to check whether formally recorded practices match those juveniles and staff describe experiencing or delivering. Frequency counts from the supplementary questionnaire will be reported alongside the qualitative categorisation purely as descriptive context, not as a separate statistical test.

To evaluate behavioural outcomes associated with restorative practices, thematic analysis will be used to identify how participants describe behavioural change across the domains of accountability, empathy, emotional regulation, conflict management, aggression control, and rule compliance. Illustrative excerpts and pattern coding will be used to show where accounts converge or diverge, and to distinguish outcomes participants attribute directly to restorative practices from changes they attribute to other factors, such as time, maturation, or other programming.

To compare behavioural outcomes between male and female juvenile offenders, rather than a statistical significance test, behavioural outcomes will be compared across gender through comparative thematic analysis. Coded transcripts will be organised in a framework matrix that places Kachere (female) and Mpemba (male) accounts side by side theme by theme, allowing the researcher to identify where the two groups describe similar experiences and where their accounts diverge, and to interpret what those patterns suggest about gendered experience of restorative practice. Simple descriptive counts and percentages from the supplementary questionnaire may be reported to note any apparent differences in reported exposure or self-rated change, but no inferential statistical test, such as a t-test, will be conducted, consistent with the qualitatively-driven design and the small, purposively selected sample.

To examine the influence of gender on the effectiveness of restorative practices.,gender’s influence on the effectiveness of restorative practices will be examined analytically. The researcher will ask how gender appears to shape the way practices are experienced, delivered, or interpreted by juveniles and staff, drawing on interview, key informant interview, and document evidence. Attention will be paid to recurring explanations participants offer for why boys and girls might respond differently, for example, differences in trauma history, institutional treatment, or welfare background, and to whether these explanations are corroborated across data sources.

Integration will occur mainly through triangulation of interviews, key informant interviews, and document review at the interpretation stage. Descriptive summaries generated from the supplementary questionnaire, such as frequencies, percentages, and simple cross-tabulations, will be used only to corroborate or contextualise qualitative findings, for instance, by indicating whether a theme identified in interviews appears widespread or unusual within the sample, rather than as an independent confirmatory strand of statistical evidence.

[bookmark: _Toc233967031]Ethical Considerations
The study will involve minors and justice-involved participants, so ethics will be central throughout the research process, and the emphasis on interview-based methods increases the importance of careful, trauma-informed practice. Before data collection begins, the researcher will obtain ethical clearance from the relevant university review body and permission from the responsible government and correctional authorities.
Informed consent procedures will be adapted to the study population. Assent will be obtained from juvenile participants, and all permissions required by institutional and national ethical rules for research with minors in custody will be secured before participation. Participants will be informed that involvement is voluntary, that refusal carries no penalty, and that they may withdraw at any point without consequence. Because interviews and key informant interviews will be audio recorded and transcribed, consent procedures will explicitly cover recording, storage, and eventual disposal of recordings, and participants will be given the option to decline recording while still taking part.

Confidentiality will be protected through anonymised coding of participants, secure storage of recordings and transcripts, and careful removal of identifying information from transcripts and notes. Because interviews may surface discussion of trauma, conflict, or institutional mistreatment, the researcher will conduct all sessions in a way that minimises distress and will pause or stop any session if participation appears harmful. Where the institution has counselling or social work support, the researcher will arrange referral procedures in advance for participants who become distressed during the research process.

[bookmark: _Toc233967032]Validity and Reliability
With the qualitative strand now central to the study, rigour will primarily be addressed through the established criteria for trustworthiness in qualitative research: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.

Credibility will be supported through prolonged engagement in the field, careful audio recording and verbatim transcription of interviews and key informant interviews, and triangulation across interviews, key informant interviews, and institutional documents. Using multiple data sources and methods reduces the risk of the analysis resting on a single account of practice. Where feasible, brief member-checking will be used, sharing summarised interpretations with a subset of participants or key informants to check that the researcher’s reading of their accounts is recognisable to them.

Transferability will be supported through thick description of the study settings, participants, and context, allowing readers to judge the extent to which findings from Kachere and Mpemba might apply to other reformatory settings, rather than claiming statistical generalisability. Dependability will be supported by keeping a clear audit trail of interview and key informant interview guides, coding decisions, and the development of the analytic framework in Taguette, so that the analytic process can be traced and scrutinised. Confirmability will be supported through reflexive notes on the researcher’s own position and assumptions, and through periodic debriefing with a supervisor to check that interpretations remain grounded in the data rather than in the researcher’s prior expectations.

The supplementary questionnaire will be pre-tested with a small group of participants outside the main sample, or in a closely related setting, to check clarity and wording before use. Because the questionnaire is used only for descriptive profiling and not for hypothesis testing, formal reliability statistics, such as Cronbach’s alpha, are not required; instead, the pre-test will focus on ensuring items are understood consistently and completed without confusion.

Mixed-methods rigour overall will rest on triangulation at the point of interpretation. Convergence between qualitative accounts, document evidence, and the descriptive questionnaire data will strengthen confidence in a given interpretation. Where evidence diverges, the researcher will examine whether the divergence reflects gender, centre context, the limits of self-report, or differences between formal policy and actual practice.

[bookmark: _Toc233967033]Limitations of the Study
The study is likely to face several limitations arising from its qualitatively-driven design. First, findings will come from two reformatory centres only and from a relatively small, purposively and stratified-purposively selected group of participants, which limits transferability rather than statistical generalisability; institutional culture, staffing levels, and programme delivery may differ across sites not included in the study.

Second, because the study relies heavily on interviews and key informant interviews, findings depend substantially on participants’ willingness and ability to talk openly about their experiences. Responses may be affected by social desirability or fear of authority, particularly among juvenile participants speaking about institutional life. The researcher will mitigate this by conducting juvenile interviews privately, separate from staff, and by triangulating accounts against document review where possible.

Third, as the primary research instrument, the researcher’s own presence, positionality, and interviewing style may shape what participants choose to share. Reflexive practice and supervisor debriefing, described under confirmability above, are intended to reduce but cannot fully eliminate this influence.

Fourth, the number of female juveniles remains smaller in absolute terms than the number of male juveniles across the two centres, consistent with the sex-segregated institutional structure. Because the design is qualitatively driven and depth rather than statistical comparison is now the priority, this imbalance is less consequential than it would be under a quantitative-dominant design; nonetheless, the researcher will ensure female participants’ accounts receive full analytic attention rather than being treated as a smaller subset of a larger statistical sample.

Finally, the term restorative practice may not be used consistently across centres. Some activities described as rehabilitative may contain little restorative content in practice, especially where institutions remain driven by discipline or labour routines. The study will therefore need to distinguish carefully, through interview probing and document review, between formal labels and the actual features of the practices being examined.
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