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Project Description

The CHAT Project (CHAT) or The Collective Healing and Transformation 
Project is a multilingual, intergenerational restorative justice organization 
located in California’s Bay Area in Contra Costa County. Embracing a collective non-

hierarchical leadership structure, CHAT is one of the few programs in the nation to offer a restorative 

justice and collective approach to violence intervention and prevention specifically addressing domestic/

intimate partner, sexual, and family violence.

Background

CHAT opened its doors in January 2018, marking the beginning of the pilot period which extended to 

June 2021 (pilot evaluation report published in August 2022). This evaluation report examines the first 

post-pilot implementation period or implementation period 1 (July 2021 through June 2023). From the 

organization’s beginnings with co-designers sujatha baliga, Mimi Kim, Susun Kim, and the first project 

coordinator, Chelsea Miller, CHAT now has over six years of experience developing restorative justice 

and collective responses aimed to meet the needs of Contra Costa County’s most vulnerable populations. 

During this implementation period 1, CHAT moved from a scattered site collaborative partner model 

to a more consolidated organizational structure – and has incorporated lessons from the pilot period to 

develop an expanded menu of restorative justice and collective options for participants as well as proven 

methods for strengthening skills building and grassroots community capacity building.

Organizational Partners

	Æ Alliance for Boys and Men of Color

	Æ DeafHope

	Æ Contra Costa Family Justice Center

	Æ The Latina Center

	Æ Narika

	Æ Rainbow Community Center

	Æ Rubicon Programs

	Æ RYSE Youth Center

	Æ STAND! For Families Free of Violence 
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Participants

During implementation period 1, the CHAT Project served 40 cases for a total 
of 88 individuals

Goals 

CHAT Goals spanned micro level to systemic change through the creation of:

	Æ A restorative, collective model for violence intervention and prevention

	Æ A non-police, non-law enforcement alternative to criminalization

	Æ A community-based option relying upon social networks

	Æ Expanded organizational, grassroots community, and county-wide capacity to address violence using 

non-law enforcement restorative justice and collective responses

	Æ Possibilities for replication or relevance to others locally, regionally, nationally, and globally
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CHAT Principles 

	Æ Meets needs and goals as identified by the survivor(s) of violence

	Æ Uses collective compassion, care, and connection rather than isolation and punishment

	Æ Builds the capacity of the social network of survivors (and people who have caused harm) to provide 

support, safety, and the prevention of future violence

	Æ Holds the possibility of supporting the accountability and transformation of the people who have 

caused harm

	Æ Supports and relies upon the wisdom of the communities’ youngest to oldest members in a deeply 

intergenerational approach

	Æ Aligns with the cultural values of the diverse communities that make up Contra Costa County – 

especially BIPOC, immigrant (including undocumented immigrants), LGBTQ+ communities, children 

and elders, Deaf, disabled, poor and economically oppressed communities

Evaluation Design

During the pilot period, the evaluation collected survey and interview data from participants and interviews 

with CHAT staff/personnel and, collaborative partner, DeafHope. Evaluation findings are also based upon 

extensive hours of observation and case meetings.

Key Statistics 

“CHAT helped me have conversations with my family by helping me understand the perspectives of different people. 
They even gave me graphs and handouts to use to talk to my family. They also just helped me feel more capable and 
mentally and emotionally ready.”

POST-COMPLETION SURVEYS (N = 23)
WHAT DID CHAT HELP YOU WITH? (TOP 3 RESPONSES)

HELP SEEKING 
For 78.3% of respondents, 
this was the first time they
had sought help for the 
issue brought to CHAT.

78.3% 78.3%

HELPFULNESS

Gave me a chance to 
talk about what was 

going on.

65.2%

Helped me address a 
conflict within my 

family or group. 

60.9%

Helped me make 
plans and take action 
based upon my goals.

% AGREE OR STRONGLY AGREE

CHAT was helpful to me. 95.7%
SUPPORT

NETWORK
It was helpful that other people were able to participate to address
the situation of conflict or harm. 77.8%
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Key Findings 

1. Restorative Justice: Less a Model, More a Set of Principles
CHAT has shifted from a focus on the semantics of restorative justice to hone in on the principles that ground its work. More 
than the word or a model represented by the term “restorative justice,” it is CHAT’s principles that guide its mission, practices, 
processes, and organizational structure – extending to personal lives beyond the walls of the organization.

2. Strengthening Collective Practice: Aligning the Inside with the Outside
This period was marked by the robust operationalization of the principle of “collectivity” into CHAT’s invitation to and inclusion of 
friends, family, and community members into CHAT processes. In alignment with strengthened collective practice, CHAT’s consoli-
dation into a more unified hub also enhanced the organization’s internal collective culture and capacity for collective governance.

“I let them know about my anxieties and…how we can come up with a safe word that if anxiety felt like it was 
elevating just too far, we can stop the circle for a second.” 

CHARACTERISTICS OF CHAT: ARE THESE IMPORTANT TO YOU? (% AGREE OR STRONGLY AGREE)

SKILLS
BUILDING

% AGREE OR STRONGLY AGREE

CHAT improved my skills to deal with conflict or harm. 87.9%

SAFETY

CHAT adequately addressed my safety concerns. 70.0%
My sense of safety was improved as result of 
my experience working with CHAT. 57.9%

100%

Offers a way to bring 
people together to 

solve conflict or harm.

95.0%

Offers a way to deal 
with conflict or harm 
that does not involve 

the police.

84.2%

Offers the possibility of 
bringing in the person 

who caused harm as part 
of the solution.

94.7%

Encourages bringing in 
children and young 

people as part of the 
solution.

95.0%

Supports people to 
build their own skills so 
that they can solve their 
problems in the future.

CIRCLE SURVEYS (N=18)

100%

The circle felt safe.

23.5%

I am worried about my own 
safety following this circle.

21.1%

I am worried about the safety 
of others following this circle.

100%

I have what I need to 
keep myself safe.

The circle seemed fair. 100%

The circle was meaningful to me.

The right people were at the circle. 100%

100%

I was able to hear and understand what was necessary.

I was able to express what I needed to say. 84.2%

I feel like the goals of the circle were met. 84.2%

The circle keepers created a comfortable environment.

QUALITY OF THE CIRCLE (% AGREE OR STRONGLY AGREE) CIRCLE SAFETY (% AGREE OR STRONGLY AGREE)

100%

100%
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3. Difficult Dialogues: The Heart of CHAT Processes
The capacity to hold “difficult dialogues” emerged as core to CHAT processes. Difficult dialogues spoke truth to the violence, 
the betrayals of harm, the lasting impacts of abuse, and hopes for the future. CHAT’s collective formations — whether a circle, 
a process, or a single meeting — seemed important insofar as they supported opportunities to hold difficult dialogues which, 
when successful, created pathways to repair, healing, new understandings, and healthier relationships.

4. Leaning on the Wisdom of Our Youngest Members
The intentional and cultivated inclusion of young people into CHAT processes created multiple opportunities for children and youth 
to speak their truths, share their pain, express their needs, and mobilize the necessary actions to stop intergenerational harm.

5. Skills Building: The Power of the Talking Piece
The talking piece emerged as an important tool – both a symbol and a method to establish an easily followed practice for more 
equitable dialogue in CHAT spaces or, more importantly, at home. It was also one that could be used among all ages. 

6. Community Capacity Building — Shifting from Organizations to Grassroots 
Community Members
During this period, CHAT’s community capacity building strategy shifted from a focus on organizational partners to the 
recruitment of grassroots community members who were motivated to connect to and build with CHAT regardless of ties to 
often resource-strapped institutions. These new strategies began to connect to natural allies within grassroots communities, 
build trust, and nurture skills that could take root not only in the offices of CHAT but in the community spaces and places 
where violence first occurs.

7: Embedding Power Analysis into Restorative Justice
For CHAT, a responsibility to racial and intersectional justice required more than mere “words,” but the incorporation of a 
power analysis throughout CHAT’s activities. As CHAT developed, it increasingly operationalized power analysis into all 
aspects of its work, creating concrete mechanisms that interrupt power inequities and foster more authentic forms of anti-
oppression and solidarity practice.

8: Deepening the Nuances of a Non-Law Enforcement Response
Less a political choice and more one grounded in fears that police involvement would make things worse, participants 
overwhelmingly supported CHAT’s non-law enforcement approach. Facilitators expressed strongly held beliefs in CHAT’s 
commitment to non-policing responses. This was in part fueled by outrage over the long history of police brutality targeting 
the most vulnerable communities nationally and in Contra Costa County. It was also based on the successes of collective, 
community-based processes guided by a set of principles fundamentally at odds with police intervention.

9: Connecting Collective Processes to BIPOC Legacies
CHAT expanded from its initial restorative justice teachings to commit to more diverse and adaptive connections to various 
collective traditions represented by its participants, community members, national and global teachers, and members of 
the CHAT team. This approach invites participants to co-design processes built upon their own collective traditions and for 
practitioners to enrich CHAT options with their own lineages of collective wisdom.

10. Accountability: The Challenge Continues
People who caused harm often failed to participate, disappointing survivors of violence who sought support for difficult 
conversations. More structural limitations ranged from a lack of capacity within CHAT to a profound gap in community norms 
and resources that support accountability in the larger eco-system.
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