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A B S T R A C T   

We test the effectiveness of two behaviorally inspired manipulations promoting forgiveness in a 
lab-in-the-field experiment in Cali, Colombia. Offenders (mostly juvenile) can only participate in 
a restorative justice program if victims agree to forgive them and let them participate. In our 
experiment, 756 participants were recruited using a panel maintained by a large public univer-
sity. Participants are randomly assigned to one condition in a 2 × 2 between-subjects factorial 
design. In all conditions, restorative justice is introduced to participants using requests sent by 
real offenders to victims asking for their forgiveness. In one dimension, we manipulate the way 
the program is presented to them, using equivalent losses (risks of recidivism) or gains (successful 
rehabilitation). In the other dimension, we manipulate the default option (forgive or not-to- 
forgive), from which participants can easily opt-out. Decisions are incentivized by a sequence 
of lotteries. In all lotteries, a certain option is associated with the benefits of conventional justice 
(the opportunity cost of restorative justice) and a risky choice represents restorative justice, with 
large potential earnings (if the offender does not relapse into crime) and a chance of null earnings 
(if the offender does). Our results show that reluctance to forgive significantly decreases in the 
domain of losses relative to the domain of gains, while similar reluctance rates are observed in 
both default conditions. Disclosing objective information about the low recidivism rate of of-
fenders also has a large impact, strongly reducing reluctance to forgive. Consistent with attention- 
based models, the magnitude of expected losses plays no significant role, and victims of crime are 
more willing to forgive than non-victims.   

1. Motivation 

Restorative justice (RJ) is a justice administration framework addressing crimes committed by juveniles and adults. In essence, 
restorative justice is an alternative to conventional frameworks based on retribution and imprisonment. While incarceration may deter 
offenders from committing crimes (Carlsmith, Darley, & Robinson, 2002; Cullen, Jonson, & Nagin, 2011), spending time in jail is most 

☆ The field work questionnaires and the database are available in https://osf.io/s6ynr/. 
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