Adult disclosures of non-recent child sexual abuse: is there a role for restorative justice? 
Introduction
The NSPCC (2019: 2) defines non-recent abuse (also known as ‘historical’ abuse[footnoteRef:1] or retrospective disclosures) as allegations of sexual abuse made by or on behalf of an adult relating to an incident which took place when the alleged victim was under 18 years old. This article addresses the topic of disclosures of non-recent child sexual abuse from the perspective of adult victims[footnoteRef:2]. It examines their justice needs and interests and the response of child protection and the criminal justice systems to them. It suggests the need for restorative justice as part of an expanded criminal justice and child protection system response.  [1:  We use the term non recent abuse in this paper as we are acutely aware that for many victim survivors of sexual abuse there is nothing historical about the impact of the abuse in their lived experience. We acknowledge the use of historical abuse in much of the literature on this topic.]  [2:  We use the term victim survivor throughout this paper to refer to persons harmed by sexual violence and abuse. We recognise that some persons harmed by sexual violence prefer the term victim, others prefer survivor, and some prefer victim survivor (See Hunter, S. 2010). Recognising that legal systems adopt the term victim or complainant we use the term victim occasionally when referring to legal systems and processes. ] 

Part One focuses on child protection systems and offers a brief review of the literature on child protection responses to retrospective disclosures, outlining key debates and concerns for victim survivors, including their marginalisation in these child protection investigations. Part Two briefly examines criminal justice responses and finds that the peripheral nature of the victim experience, delays in case processing, sometimes lack of information on case progression, and the secondary victimisation that often results from such engagements continues to add to the trauma for victim survivors. Part Two also examines restorative justice. In Part Three, findings from an empirical study on the views of adult victims of child sexual abuse on their needs, interests, and expectations when they make retrospective disclosures are examined. The discussion section suggests a potential role for restorative justice as part of the repertoire of responses to adult disclosures of childhood sexual abuse.
Child Protection and Non-Recent Disclosures of Childhood Sexual Abuse
The process of disclosure can be viewed as “a dialogical, fluid, inter-relational and lifelong process that can take many forms…including informal ‘telling’ as well as ‘official reporting’” (Mooney, 2021: 194). Adult victims of non-recent child sexual abuse delay disclosure for many reasons, including internal pressures, loss of control, fear of not being believed, fear of recrimination from the perpetrator, concern as to how criminal justice or child protection systems deal with such cases, shame, and in some case, familial ties to perpetrators (see McElvaney, 2015; Office of the Children’s Commissioner for England, 2017). 
There is a developing literature on what victims need when they disclose, and how child protection and justice systems can adequately respond to them (e.g., Antonsdóttir, 2018). Adult victims in these circumstances interface inter alia with criminal justice, therapeutic, and child protection systems and in some cases, at least two investigative processes - child protection and criminal justice. They may even become involved in redress or civil litigation. In some jurisdictions high profile cases involving retrospective disclosures have led to increased attention being given to the impact on victims, the difficulties in prosecuting alleged offenders and institutional responsibilities in cases involving institutional abuse (see Lampard & Marsden, 2015; Wright, 2017; Ring 2017; Ring, Glesson & Stevenson, 2022).
In the Republic of Ireland retrospective disclosures of child sexual abuse come to the attention of the police and/or child protection services either directly from the victim, or from professionals within the context of mandatory reporting (O’Mahony, 2020). An Garda Síochána (the police) begin the criminal justice investigation on receipt of complaints. Mandatory notification of complaints between the Gardaí and child protection services requires that both services are informed of all complaints of abuse[footnoteRef:3]. Statutory social workers in child protection have a duty to assess referrals of non-recent child abuse, even where no actual child has been identified and irrespective of the views of the adult survivor (see Section 3 (1) Child Care Act, 1991; Mooney, 2018; O’Mahony, 2020). Victims are thus often launched into several investigative processes that can contribute to further disempowerment (Mooney, 2021). Since Mooney’s (2021) study was published, Tusla, the Child Protection Agency, introduced the Child Abuse Substantiation Procedure (TUSLA, 2022) to address concerns regarding child protection investigations of non-recent cases. The procedure requires social workers to conduct a ‘substantiation assessment,’ to determine whether child abuse occurred. Due to the policy’s recent implementation, and the current research was gathered before its commencement, no research on its workings is currently available. However, advocacy groups, including One in Four, have raised concerns about the policy and consider it ‘not fit for purpose’ (Lewis, 2023).  [3:  See Tusla (n/d) Joint Working Protocol for An Garda Síochána/ Tusla – Child and Family Agency Liaison (pp4-12) for full details of how the criminal justice and child protection systems work together in Ireland regarding complaints of child sexual abuse. Available at:  https://www.tusla.ie/uploads/content/CF_Joint_Protocol.pdf (last accessed 21 June 2023).] 

While research on the victim’s experiences of retrospective disclosures in the context of child protection is limited, the available evidence suggests that social workers appear unsure of the process to be followed and have little awareness of the dynamics of disclosure (Mooney, 2021). Victims encounter protracted investigations, communication difficulties from social work agencies, extensive delays and poor or simply bureaucratic pro forma standardised follow-up that increases their trauma and results in an overall negative experience of child protection systems (Mooney, 2021). Because child protection investigations take precedence in these scenarios, adult victims are sometimes lost or ignored with their needs and interests often subordinated to the system requirements for child protection (Mooney, 2021). Some victims describe themselves as becoming a victim again; this time of the child protection system (Mooney, 2021).
Criminal Justice, Restorative Justice, and Non-Recent Disclosures of Childhood Sexual Abuse
It is estimated that one-third of Irish adults will become victims of sexual violence at some point in their lives and may suffer adverse psychosocial impacts as a result, including to their mental health, educational attainment, family life, and employment prospects (Valliéres et al., 2020). Many victims of sexual violence experience further harm during their engagement with criminal justice due to its adversarial nature, lack of effective communication, poor or patchy information sharing regarding case progress, delays, limited opportunities for meaningful participation, and secondary victimization during criminal trials (see e.g. Antonsdóttir, 2018; Cossins, 2020; Keenan & Zinsstag, 2022). Victim advocacy groups have long highlighted these problems and successfully advocated for innovations to make the system more victim sensitive. However, despite the introduction of victim impact statements and victim support services in the courts, many victim survivors continue to be revictimized during the process and high attrition means that many receive no justice response whatsoever (Keenan, 2014; Ring et al, 2022). 

Restorative justice was developed primarily with reference to non-violent offences. In its early days it focused on reducing youth offending and diverting young people from crime by means of this community justice approach. Sexual violence was not in evidence in this early work. However, as time went on, some scholars engaged with violent adult offences and others grasped the ‘gender-based violence’ nettle (Daly, 2006; Keenan, 2012; McGlynn, Westmarland & Godden, 2012; Ptacek, 2010; Strang & Braithwaite, 2002; van Dijk, 2013). Nowadays, it is not just scholars or advocates who are making the case for restorative justice in cases of sexual violence, but victims of sexual crime are too (see Marsh & Wagner, 2015; Moore, Keenan, Moss, & Scotland, 2021). 
While all crimes of violence can have traumatic impacts on victims, and the impact of victimisation is subjective rather than determined by legal categorisation, sexual crime shames and stigmatises victims. It can be reasonably argued, therefore, that restorative justice theory, principles, and practices must be reconsidered (and modified) when applied to crimes involving sexual violence and child sexual abuse (see Keenan & Zinsstag, 2022). The focus must be primarily on the victim’s interest not that of the offender (as in minor crime). The marginal position of the victim survivor, and rape myths that permeate society (e.g., see Gillen, 2019; Krahé, & Temkin, 2009), means it cannot be assumed that restorative justice (in its traditional ‘informal’ community justice configuration) will do any better than criminal justice. Further, as Herman (2005) points out, the community cannot be counted on to do justice for victims any more than criminal justice can, because public attitudes toward sexual crimes ‘are conflicted and ambivalent at best’ (p. 598). 
So, what is restorative justice, and how can it be applied in sexual abuse cases? At a minimum, restorative justice is an approach to crime that offers victims, offenders, and their communities a way to participate together, directly or indirectly, safely and voluntarily, in responding to the harms and injustices following crime.  It offers victim survivors an opportunity to participate in the process, make statements and ask questions, have their experiences validated and vindicated, and make suggestions for an agreement regarding future behavioural changes by the perpetrator. It offers wrongdoers an opportunity to make themselves accountable to those they have harmed. Attendance at therapeutic sex offender and other rehabilitative programmes can form part of the agreement as one outcome (for full discussion see Keenan & Zinsstag, 2022; Jülich & Landon, 2017). In essence, past, and future behaviour form part of the process. 
Many restorative justice scholars view crime in a hierarchical interactive manner influenced by the gravity and circumstances of the behaviour, the legal, moral, and social norms that have been violated and the disposition of the offender towards that violation and harm (Braithwaite, 2000; Dignan, 2002; Walgrave, 2021). They advocate for a more participatory, inclusive, and ‘just’ ways of delivering justice that would include restorative principles to the greatest extent possible, at every level of criminal justice delivery. It must also be made clear that restorative justice is not a fact-finding legal procedure in the legal evidential sense. For this reason, restorative justice cannot ever replace criminal justice with its focus on ‘evidence’ as part of determining ‘legal’ guilt, and ultimately on the imposition of state sanctioned punishments.  
Several principles drive the work of restorative justice in sexual crime cases. The safety of the process is paramount (Jülich & Landon, 2017), particularly in sexual offences where the power imbalances and potential for revictimization must be countenanced.  This can be ensured in a number of ways. First, the restorative justice proceedings should be victim centred (Zinsstag & Keenan, 2017); the offender must accept wrongdoing and broadly the facts of the case prior to participation (EU, 2012, Article 12c); participation by both parties is voluntary and by consent,  even if the suggestion for restorative justice is made by Public Prosecutors or recommended as part of child protection investigations; thorough preparation of the parties prior to the restorative event is essential; the choice of restorative justice approach is dictated by the specificities of the case; the process should be flexible to accommodate victim’s wishes and meet their needs, with supports before, during and after the restorative justice process; restorative justice in sexual violence and abuse cases should only be facilitated by trained specialist facilitators (Keenan, 2018); and the positioning of the facilitator as ‘neutral’ is reconceptualised as victim-centred within a disposition of dignity and respect towards all parties (Keenan & Zinsstag, 2022). 
The evidence base for the application of restorative justice in cases of sexual violence is growing year on year such as victims feeling their victimisation has been recognised (McGlynn et al., 2019); having opportunity to ask questions and receive answers (Keenan, 2020); rebalancing power (Keenan & Griffith, 2021); having a space to talk about the full impact of the crime (Jülich & Thorburn, 2017); receiving reparation and/or an apology (Koss, 2014); increasing the offender’s sense of responsibility for the offence and deepening that sense of responsibility-taking (including the acceptance of some of the facts once denied) (Daly, 2006; Griffith, 2018). Evidence from New Zealand indicates of the success of restorative justice in both prosecuted and non-prosecuted cases of non-recent child sexual abuse cases (Jülich, & Landon, 2017). The availability of a range of allied services including support and therapeutic services for victims and referral to sex offender programmes for non-prosecuted cases was seen to be a necessary part of the success of the restorative interventions. 

The Study: Views of Adult Survivors of Non-Recent Child Sexual Abuse on Disclosure and their Needs and Interests 
In light of the challenges faced by victim survivors who retrospectively disclose non recent child sexual abuse, we examined the views and experiences of 29 adult victims of child sexual abuse as part of a larger study on sexual trauma and abuse, on their reasons for disclosure, the system responses to them and possible ways for improving the responses (see Keenan, 2014 for overview). 
Research Design
The study design was participatory and collaborative in several ways. A victim-survivor of institutional abuse was appointed as the research consultant. In the spirit of collaboration, victim support services were consulted throughout. Interviewers were recruited from a community partner group, (Facing Forward), comprising professionals with the knowledge base to conduct sensitive interviews. The participatory and collaborative nature of the adopted research measures were designed to strengthen the validity of the findings and benefit research participants, professional stakeholders, and policymakers. 
Selecting the Research Participants
Participants were recruited through snowball sampling from statutory and non-statutory agencies. There were 29 survivor participants in total, 20 females and nine males and all were sexually abused by male perpetrators including fathers, brothers, uncles, cousins, schoolteachers, Catholic clergy, sports coaches, family friends or family employees. Victims of childhood sexual abuse within the context of institutional abuse experience aggravated adverse outcomes (Blackmore et al., 2017). The voices and experiences of survivors of child sexual abuse within institutional settings were therefore a necessary and critical part of this study. 
Ireland was a predominantly monocultural society until the late 1990s. Therefore, unsurprisingly, many of the victim participants in the research identified as white Irish. Therefore, the sample’s composition is a limitation of this study. A further limitation of qualitative research is the non-generalizability of the data. However, the data represents a deep dive into the experiences and views of 29 victim survivors and in consultation with the research literature highlights key areas for further consideration[footnoteRef:4]. Despite these limitations, the study highlighted the child protection and justice system responses to adult victims of child sexual abuse and possible necessary reforms. The research received ethical approval from the relevant university[footnoteRef:5].  [4:  While 29 victim survivors were interviewed for this part of the study it is not possible to give quotes from all participants given the limitations of space. However, the thematic nature of the analysis and presentation of findings indicate that these issues were important for the majority.]  [5:  University College Dublin.] 


The Research Methodology
The study used a qualitative approach involving individual interviews apart from a group of three sibling victims of intra-familial child sexual abuse who were interviewed together at their request. Two interviewers conducted each interview using a semi-structured interview guide. On average, the interviews lasted two to three hours. All interviews were audio recorded with participant’s consent. A follow-up call was made to participants, and support services were available as required. 
Data Analysis
Following the interviews, the audio recordings were transcribed with all identifying information anonymised, as was the participants’ wish[footnoteRef:6]. Had the participants wished to be identified, as is sometimes the desire of formerly silenced individuals, this request would have been honoured. A sample of five transcripts were read and coded to create an initial coding grid. Atlas.ti, a qualitative data analysis tool, was used for further coding and storing of transcripts. The code book was refined as the analysis progressed, with decisions regarding the inclusion or omission of codes taken collaboratively. The code book was applied to the entire data set, and codes were condensed into broader themes using thematic analysis. Interrater reliability was ensured through systematic training of the research assistants and consensus reached on the coding of the initial set of transcripts.  [6:  Participants were given an identifier code for the purposes of the study; victim survivors of familial abuse were coded as VSF; victim survivors of clergy were coded as VSC, and victim survivors of institutional abuse were coded as VSM. Some victim survivors had been abused both within the family and by a cleric or within an institution but were identified with a primary identifier code in the final analysis in the interest of data management and to prohibit any possible identification of the participants.] 

Research Findings
The results of the research are presented as three themes which highlight the reasons for disclosure as well as the needs and interests of survivors in disclosing. 
Passing the burden of abuse to someone else
Some victim survivors explained their decision to disclose as a means of passing on the burden of the sexual abuse to someone else. Survivors saw disclosure as a means of getting justice and help for themselves and in some cases family members and of freeing themselves of sole responsibility for addressing child protection concerns. Three family members who were victims of intra-familial sexual abuse acknowledged their reluctance to deal with the abuse through the criminal justice system but felt a report to police was their only option as a means of preventing future abuse. 
Before we decided to charge Dad, we called everybody to see what we could do with him. He was out of the door, but we didn’t want responsibility. The priest told Mammy to take him back, that he was 69 and what harm can he do. … we wanted to commit my Dad [to a psychiatric hospital] but, he [the doctor] said “it’s not possible”. VSF1
In some cases, particularly intra-familial abuse, the key concern was to prevent further abuse rather than punish the perpetrator. VSF2, a victim of intrafamilial abuse, reported her abuse to the police on two occasions, the first complaint when her daughter was three, the age when her father first began abusing her. Following this report, the Director of Public Prosecution decided not to prosecute the case. Her mother sided with the perpetrator and denied her daughter’s experiences. Some 20 years later, fresh concerns that her father might re-offend prompted VSF2 to contact police again. This time the trigger was her granddaughter reaching the age of three years. Her general practitioner encouraged her to report the abuse again, but understandably, she was concerned about the response she would receive. 
I was terrified the same thing would happen that happened before... if they just dropped it, that would have looked worse for me, because then everyone would just believe …there’s no way he did that. She must be lying. So, it was a big chance, but it was a chance I had to take for the protection of [my granddaughter]. So, I did.. I rang. VSF2

Wanting some form of subjectively defined justice 

Research on victims’ justice interests have shown that victims often require acknowledgement, validation, vindication, offender accountability, participation, to exercise voice, to reclaim power and to rebalance the scales of justice (Daly & Bouhours, 2011). These justice interests emerged in this research too.  An opportunity to tell their stories in their own words, to be acknowledged and believed was an aspect of justice the victim participants in this research wanted, similar to other scholarship on victim experiences (Herman 2005). However, they found that the taking of the police statement and the format required by the court to present their evidence was designed to suit the criminal justice system, not them, as other studies have also found (Herman 2005). The participants also reported that child protection agencies were not primarily interested in them or their trauma but mainly in the child protection investigation following disclosure. The participants felt they did not tell their whole story during these investigative processes, even to the police.  Sometimes they only remembered aspects of the abuse as time went on and did not want to return to the police to add to their statement in case they might be accused of lying. Shame also prevented them from recounting some of the details. Some participants noted the implications of being unable to describe every detail of the abuse in the police statement for the subsequent charge and trial of the perpetrator.  
…my statement didn’t include some of the maybe, more serious aspects of what the perpetrator had done to me physically... I realised afterwards and particularly, when it went to court, that I had not gone into enough detail in my statement. At that point, I really hadn’t come to terms with myself, and it was too difficult. I didn’t deliberately not go into detail. I just don’t think at that point I was able to. When it came to court... my abuser... was charged with two cases of indecent assault... he could have been charged with digital rape.... but again, because I hadn’t gone into that detail and because the case was so old [he was not]. VSC3
The difficulties raised in retrospective disclosures regarding memory and shame cannot be over-emphasised in criminal and retrospective child protection investigations. These highly complex experiences of sexual abuse do not align easily with the needs of the criminal investigation to get concrete, clear and detailed accounts of individual instances of sexual violence, often from a long time ago, without forensic or corroborating evidence, in order to pursue a criminal trial. For some victims, several years of abuse blended in their memory with occasional specific instances standing out. As one participant said: 
I find it hard to remember what I had to eat every day for three years from the age of 12 – 15 years, but I know I ate every day. Yet I am expected to remember every instance of abuse over those years … I know it happened over three years but it all just blended in my memory apart from some very specific times. VSF4 
However, as the victim’s statement is core to the police investigation and the charges likely proffered, the accuracy of the statement in its fullness is, therefore, important. As one of three siblings sexually abused by her father elaborated: 
We all worked off our own strongest memories. We may have had four or five memories that were horrific, and we recounted them ... he [their father] got to look at our statements and, eventually... the detective who was in charge of our [case]... got him to admit, but he admitted to no more and no less than what was in each of our statements. VSF9
... how do you put what happened to you, all those years, how do you put that in a piece of paper... ? VSF2
VSM6 and VSC6 who had disclosed to therapy services, both found themselves caught up in a police investigation without having made a conscious decision to report their abuse to the police. The therapy services notified the police as part of their mandatory reporting obligations, and although the participants were informed of these reports, they did not feel ready for criminal investigations. The same applied to referrals from therapy services to child protection services. Participants’ accounts suggest that victims may feel overwhelmed and not ready to engage with criminal justice or child protection investigations even when mandated agents are required to file reports.
When the Guards [the police] came to me afterwards and they said about needing to make a statement I’d say it was my first time in a very long time of actually feeling virtually suicidal at that stage. I didn’t know how I was going to make that statement and the disgrace it would bring on my family. VSC6
VSC1 was initially reluctant to make a criminal complaint but decided to proceed when he became aware that others had made allegations against the same perpetrator. Hearing media accounts of other victim survivors made him realise that what was done to him was abuse and gave him the courage to report.
For years I had a sort of... an attitude that if he had not abused anybody else … I didn’t want him to be punished too much... When you learned there were lots of other people, it made it more serious. VSC1
Being positioned as peripheral to the criminal justice system and almost instrumental in child protection investigations was reported as deeply upsetting for participants in this research. Many did not understand their peripheral positioning before reporting to the police. They were puzzled and disempowered at their lack of involvement. 
Right up until the actual day of the court case, we were unaware of anybody actually being on our side. We felt surplus to requirements, excluded, in the way… on the day of court... they had mentioned to us that we were very likely not to be allowed in, because there were so many of us and…we felt apologetic and mouse-like in our approach to it as well, because we were still in victim mode…It was horrendous. VSF8
... as the victim, you’re just not involved. It’s just, it all goes on out there, you’ve no say. ….And that’s just what really has affected me – oh my God … absolutely powerless … and I feel like a nobody. VSM2
Despite innovations in court processes and victim advocacy services, victims continue to report experiencing their role as witnesses as a marginal one, despite their entire lives in many cases being determined by the offence they experienced.  
VSF3 expressed the view that sexual offences are not ‘ordinary crimes’ and experienced a frustration that the criminal justice system fails to recognise this fact.
Sexual offences … are treated like burglaries, car theft, drug offences, it’s a completely different ballgame … but that’s the way it’s treated. You’re just treated like another decision that the jury has to make. VSF3
The complex nature of intra-familial sexual abuse was also highlighted in this research. While justice is often configured in terms of retribution, punishment and/or rehabilitation of the offender, even ‘their day in court’ for the victim, we found that justice is often more layered for many victims of child sexual abuse, especially victims of intra-familial abuse, than these conventional descriptions of justice convey. The complexity of feelings towards the perpetrator and the ambivalence towards initiating criminal proceedings or involving child protection social workers, were evident in the findings. The familial splits and pain that almost always ensued in the aftermath of retrospective disclosures, as well as the complexity of love and abuse, sometimes explained why victims were reluctant to make complaints to the statutory authorities. However, they also wanted acknowledgement of the abuse and for its non-reoccurrence in future generations. Adult victims of intra-familial child sexual abuse described fluctuating feelings of love and anger towards the offender and of inner conflict in striving for justice and an end to abuse by a person who was a family member. 
I have feelings for my father as a father and yet this man did all this wrong to me... The love and the feelings you have for that family member are very hard to handle while you are trying to take them through the process of justice. And it’s frightening because you get to a stage where you’re almost afraid to say to people, “I still love my da.” VSF2
Here, achieving justice and acknowledgement was not viewed linearly but rather as a complex relational and interpersonal process involving emotional turmoil and complexity. In many families where intra-familial sexual abuse had occurred, victims were not always believed on disclosure, and as a result, were alienated. In some instances, mothers chose to champion their abusive spouse, rather than support their adult child. In contrast, adult victims reported that their spouses and adult children supported them. Additionally, they had support from some siblings and not others when initiating criminal proceedings against a family member. In this research, we found that denial by a non-abusive parent compounded the adult child’s struggle to report an abusive parent.
Regaining power and control over their lives
The victim participants wanted to regain a sense of power and control over their lives and hoped that justice and therapy would help them achieve this. They also wanted answers to questions. Some participants were not convinced they could achieve these aims by initiating criminal proceedings but did not know what else to do. Participants who did initiate criminal proceedings had mixed outcomes. In some instances, they still had desires unfulfilled at the end of the criminal trial. Only one of the victims interviewed testified in a criminal case. In most cases, the offender pleaded guilty near the trial date, or the charges were withdrawn or struck out. The victim who did give evidence found it a distressing experience. 
That was so humiliating to be in court and to be cross- examined about things to do with sexual abuse as a teenager, you know … it’s almost like giving labour in public, … there’s nothing left that you can be ashamed of … I was so embarrassed … and I know all people are different but for me this was humiliating, really humiliating, and I found it virtually impossible to get into detail. I was there for days in the end, and, you know, just collapsing each time at the thought of having to think again, because when memory got too hard it was impossible to stay with it…. I don’t think that that was justice. I don’t think that is getting the truth.  VSC6
VSF8 captured the feeling of being let down by court procedures when she noted: 
[w]e didn’t really have our ‘day in court’, even though we were there, because of the lead up to it and exclusion from it. The fact that I spoke in court; none of that means anything. Our [preferred] ‘day in court’ would have been to sit down and say ‘listen, this is what you did. Do you understand the impact of what you did?’ and for him to say sorry” ... instead, we sat at the back, like mice, afraid to open our mouths, crying very quietly. VSF8
Despite the disappointment with some aspects of the court proceedings victims were often heartened by the legitimate authority of the judge dealing with the offender: 
You know... watching him having somebody higher than him... all of a sudden, here he is a little mouse in the court and people believe us. So, that was a wonderful feeling VSF9
The victim survivor participants wanted to have their questions put to the offender and to hear answers directly. They hoped this would happen during a criminal investigation and trial, with legal personnel asking their questions for them. However, even in those cases that were prosecuted through the criminal courts, most participants were left with unasked and unanswered questions.  The formality of the courts and legal procedure did not allow victims’ questions to be acknowledged this way.
I’d love to just ask him why the hell he does what he does, and what does he get out of it?... Like, whatever led him to do it …And I’d love to even ask him, how he can live with himself.. How he has just the audacity even to still come into the family home and still try and integrate within the family. He still tries to—he still is manipulating the rest of my family. VSF5

In this study, a resounding feeling shared by victim survivors was that the criminal justice system does not adequately address victims’ needs. Regarding child protection systems, they reported feeling marginal to its function and being used instrumentally in those investigations. However, having social workers ‘rattle the cage’ VSM7 of perpetrators provided comfort for some victim survivors who failed to get justice through criminal justice mechanisms. 

Discussion: Is there a Role for Restorative Justice in Retrospective Disclosures of Child Sexual Abuse?
When the victim survivors of non-recent child sexual abuse who participated in this study disclosed their sexual abuse they did so with several hopes and desires. They wanted to pass the burden of the abuse to someone else and to protect themselves and further children from being abused; to have choice in how justice could be achieved for them in multiple and varied ways; to ask questions, to make statements, to get answers; to find healing for themselves and others; to gain social acknowledgement and support and to regain a sense of power and control over their lives. When they disclosed, they found themselves subjected in many cases to two investigations – one criminal justice and one child protection - and the degree to which these investigations achieved any of their hopes in terms of justice varied. The victim survivors found themselves peripheral rather than central to these investigations and their needs and interests seemed to be marginal to the core business of criminal justice and child protection. They were subjected to sets of bureaucratic rules and procedures over which they had no control and in some cases which they did not understand, and their credibility was often challenged, privately in meetings with social workers or publicly during criminal investigations and court procedures. Instead of regaining a sense of power and control over their lives, and the concomitant healing they desired, they were often left powerless and bewildered with a feeling of events moving along without regard for them or their needs or choices. It is in this lacuna that restorative justice may have something to offer. 
The victim survivor participants in this research wanted choice in whether to pursue criminal proceedings or another justice approach, but without the availability of a statutory, legitimated restorative justice service, that choice had been denied to them. Many desired to confront the perpetrator with questions and statements in a legitimate state service, and in so doing, to confront their fears and take back power. Those who pursued justice through conventional criminal justice structures were left in somewhat of a vacuum following court proceedings. A criminal conviction and sentence did not meet all their justice needs. Unsurprisingly, victim survivors whose cases did not result in convictions were also left with justice, accountability, and healing gaps. 
The participants who pursued a criminal case against their offender sought justice as a means of validating their abuse experience, being vindicated, protecting other children from abuse, and holding the offender to account. They wanted the scales of justice to rebalance. Instead, their story had to be told in the manner proscribed by criminal proceedings, they could not ask questions of the offender and they were peripheral to the business of the administration of justice. Participants who read victim impact statements found reading them out to be useful and cathartic. However, some found the victim impact statement did not explain the devastation of the abuse on them no matter how many drafts of it they prepared. They felt they just could not explain enough how the abuse had impacted their lives.  Nonetheless for some it offered a mechanism, albeit a limited one, to describe the impact of the crime in their own words and have some of their experiences heard and witnessed. Child protection investigations were even less satisfactory for the participants in this research who felt they were not core to the proceedings but were instrumental in the agency’s child protection protocols and remit.
In the end, the participants in this research found that even when their case resulted in a conviction, with punitive sanctions imposed on the offender, many were left with a sense that more needed to be done. While validation, vindication and some measures of accountability were achieved, victims found their needs to exercise voice, to ask questions and to have an active role in the processing of matters that had changed the course of their lives were largely ignored. Disempowered in the first instance by the crime, victims did not experience any sense in which the scales of justice were rebalanced by criminal proceedings or child protection investigations. Some reported feeling further disempowered. 
Despite some hard-won innovations in criminal justice, it still remains a fact that it is difficult to prosecute sexual crime and to secure a criminal conviction, and for victims to have an experience of justice via the criminal justice system (see e.g., Cossins, 2020). Because of the aims of the criminal justice system there is little room for the full story of the victim to be told outside of the limit of carefully crafted legal ‘evidential’ questions, or for the full impact of the crime on them to be heard during criminal proceedings. Offenders have limited opportunity to explain their offending, make reparation, or offer an apology in the current system (Radzik, 2007). Restorative justice has something important to offer here as a way of complementing criminal justice and child protection services in collaboration. 
Conclusion
While there is almost no argument for denying victims of sexual crime an opportunity for restorative justice post-conviction, if they desire it and the offender is willing, offering restorative justice at other points in the criminal process are more contested, mainly by lack of understanding of what restorative justice has to offer survivors of sexual abuse or for fear that they would be revictimized by the power imbalance. However, these concerns are addressed by the practice of restorative justice with adequately trained facilitators (see Keenan & Zinsstag, 2022). There is no reason why restorative justice could not be initiated for victims who do not wish to be involved in protracted court proceedings but who require a justice response. Based on the research presented in this study, the time has come to move beyond a one-dimensional view of justice, that of carceral state punitive justice, to broaden the lens and expand the criminal justice responses in ways that honour the varied and diverse needs of adult victims of child sexual abuse. By reconceptualising justice and expanding criminal justice responses to include restorative justice as a core service, the move to rebalance the scales of justice following sexual crime can be advanced.
Victim survivors are best placed to offer insights into their lived experiences. Previous research demonstrated that victims considered restorative justice in cases of sexual abuse meaningful as it allowed their voice to be amplified to the extent that they were able to meet their offender, ask questions relating to the offending behaviour, and express their feelings about the abuse (Jülich, 2006; Jülich & Landon 2017). This notion of voice relates to validation. Victim survivors sought validation from the system and offenders (Clark, 2010) and from bystanders, who were identified as family members (Jülich, 2006).  Our study offers similar findings, with participants expressing a need for validation and voice regarding being heard by the offender and family members. 
As well as continuing to focus on reforming conventional criminal justice systems, there is a role for feminist activism to advocate for an expanded criminal justice system and to consider the views of victims of sexual abuse on what constitutes justice for them. As the current study’s findings suggest, victims of non-recent child sexual abuse subscribe to a broader notion of justice than one premised on punitive state outcomes alone. In this vein, a re-imagined conceptualisation of justice requires expanded criminal justice and child protection systems to respond to these broader justice needs and interests. Based on the research presented in this study, perhaps the time has come for restorative justice to be considered as part of the response to non-recent disclosures of child sexual abuse and for restorative thinking to permeate criminal justice and child protection investigations and processes. 
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