The future of community mediation services

By John Gray

In 2001, three Framework members wrote…
Some services, having successfully sought diversification beyond neighbour mediation in order to broaden their funding base and thus ensure service sustainability, still find that often the core work of the service – ie mediating neighbour disputes – remains unfunded and is subsidised by other income streams. 

Mediation services’ strength is often their integrity of practice and responsibilities towards clients and referrers. This can sometimes become too rigid (eg over-stressing of confidentiality when reporting back to referral agencies, or inflexible approach to supporting clients if mediation is not appropriate). Nevertheless, services get respect from funders for their impartiality and integrity, and have taken advantage of it to great effect.

The route ahead is certain to include larger mediation services that provide a multiplicity of mediation-type interventions (sometimes referred to ‘multimediation’ services). Such services may well become the equivalent of a one-stop conflict resolution centre, providing mediation, conciliation, facilitation and other imaginative interventions within a whole range of community conflicts. 

From: Conflict in the Community: A review of neighbourhood mediation, John Gray with Moira Halliday and Andrew Woodgate, 2001, Joseph Rowntree Foundation.
My views now:

What will emerge once the current government focus shifts from anti-social behaviour and criminality? Mediation services have had to learn the language of crime reduction and community safety; they’ve learnt it in order to get funding, and to get access to tables discussing the issues or policies that affect mediation services every day. We can be passive and discover what the new agenda becomes; or we can help shape it ourselves. What would we like it to be? What’s the constructive alternative? To take a medical analogy, what would turn us from being sticking plasters into a truly preventative service? 

As an important reminder of the obvious, by ‘preventative’ we ought to mean not preventative of conflict per se, but preventing the negative consequences of conflict. Mediation services are not about avoiding conflict; they’re about helping people in conflict. 

So what ought we in fact to be striving for to replace the ASB agenda? A shift I’m hoping for is towards what’s currently called community development, or capacity building, or community education, or community investment, or community up-skilling. 
The best phrase I’ve come up with to describe it is community actualisation – the social equivalent of self-actualisation. That’s jargon, I’m afraid; I understand it to mean the onward journey of discovering who we are and how we achieve our best. Mediation services do community actualisation in part by helping people resolve their conflicts.

If this became the post-ASB agenda we were striving for, the title ‘mediation service’ would disappear. Services wouldn’t be just mediation services, in the way they are not just ‘listening services’ at present. We’d be explicitly using mediation within a community development framework, producing deliverable results beyond the parties already in dispute.

What would these deliverable results look like? What are the intangibles of mediating and mediation that we need to be able to quantify, and so promote an alternative agenda to ASB? Bums on seats, surely, and outcomes of mediating conflicts; but more fundamentally:
· A shift into employment (service volunteers using their experience elsewhere to get jobs/poverty reduction)

· A shift into health (stress reduction, mental health improvement; research already exists to indicate that physically or in the mind health improves once a neighbour dispute is sorted out)

· A shift into community involvement (community cohesion, greater assertiveness and activism, families realising that their children can after all play a role in the local community)

· A shift into better parenting (assertiveness again, stronger families, children with experience of mediating)

· A shift into … whatever each individual community wants for itself

One urgent aside is that mediation services would no longer avoid tackling violence and racism. We must get involved, we can’t walk by on the other side. Yes we must keep our mediators safe; yes we must not put the victim in the room with their abuser whilst still proclaiming a level playing field. But some services are already successfully intervening in the conflicts that are really tearing at the heart of our communities. Let’s expand the boundaries of what is traditionally bracketed off as non-mediatable. 

We also can’t stay prissy about our process. We will need to shift from ‘We do mediation does your conflict fit our model?’, to an outreach approach of ‘You’re in a conflict, might we be able to help in some way?’ We need to meet people where they stand at present, no longer expecting them to come to us.

Local services would need not just to intervene; we need to campaign about our message of hope for communities. We can learn from organisations such as disability charities or Friends of the Earth or Amnesty International, and create a brand to underpin assertive effective campaign messages – for funding, for cases, and ultimately for innovative locally-based solutions.

Services would need to move from trading on good intentions, and instead to trade on excellent results. Trading? Social enterprises? There is a shift in services already from services relying on grants towards self-generated income. Can a mediation service make a profit for re-investment in the community, and still be true to its values of inclusiveness, independence and neutrality? These are questions that some services are already confronting. 

In the meantime: if these ideas about community actualisation don’t sound new, it’s because much of them are already inherent in the mediation process and in mediation services’ aspirations. The problem is that too often they’re not inherent, they’re downright invisible and never actually worked towards. Services may hope that these benefits develop from mediation interventions, but there’s no move beyond hoping. There’s some evidence that services do achieve some of these wider community results, but evidence is not often gathered or presented consistently. 

And if these ideas do sound new, then I hope you hear the shift I’m arguing for: from simply aspiring to community improvement as a potential outcome of mediation, to actually placing it at the centre of our aims and objectives and visible in all our actions. In this way, we can move the agenda on from anti-social behaviour. We can shape a more constructive community actualisation agenda, with what we at the moment call mediation services – doing far more than mediating – at the heart of effective delivery.
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