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Community mediation programs have proven to be more efficient than court systems.  For example, number of studies indicate that community mediation programs process cases rapidly.  Data from the study of three neighborhood justice centers (see Neighborhood Justice Center summary) funded by the Justice Department found that the average time for case processing from referral to a mediation at these centers was 10 days; disposition of cases resolved without a mediation required 11 days and cases that failed to achieve a resolution required 14 days.  Court case processing for similar cases typically required far more time to reach disposition.  For example, the study reported an average time from filing to trial of 98 days in Atlanta and 63 days in Kansas City for court cases similar to justice center cases.


Michigan and New York have reported similar results in studies and annual reports.  For example, the Michigan Community Dispute Resolution Program’s Annual Report for 1994 indicated that, on average, mediation or conciliation cases took 17 days from initial case referral to resolution for the 25 programs studied.  In New York state, the Annual Report for the Community Dispute Resolution Centers Program for fiscal year 1995 indicated that the average time required from case intake to disposition for cases requiring one mediation was 13 days, and the average time for multiple mediations was 44 days (12,804 cases involved single mediations and 595 involved multiple mediations).


Significant differences between the court and community dispute resolution program case processing time are, of course, not surprising, given the fact that the court system is burdened with the bulk of the caseload while mediation centers handle on a small, select portion of the total caseload.  But the case processing achievements of the community mediation programs still are noteworthy and indicate a relatively high level of internal efficiency in scheduling and case disposition, even with the built-in advantages available to the centers.


Straddled with high caseloads, court systems increasingly report more and more cases to mediation programs.  However, figuring out how to receive higher levels of referrals from local court systems for relevant cases continues to be a challenge for mediation programs. The University of North Carolina’s Institute of Government’s 1992 evaluation of North Carolina community mediation programs found that only 22.8 percent of cases that were eligible for mediation were sent to mediation, which is a low usage rate for mediation.  Researchers indicated that programs need to engage in more vigorous outreach with the courts and disputants to receive a higher percentage of cases that are appropriate for mediation.  Nearly 59 percent of the cases referred to mediation resulted in mediation hearings (complainants failed to participate in the bulk of the cases that did not reach hearings) and 92 percent of the hearings resulted in written agreements.  


It appears that mediation centers in most cities handle only a small fraction of the court cases that could potentially be settled through mediation.  Since most mediation hearings result in settlement agreements, mediation programs have a remarkable success rate.  In the future, programs will need to receive more court-related referrals in order to service their communities better. The increase in referral rates would alleviate court caseloads and increase the chance of disputants getting their disputes resolved in a timely manner.
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Studies have shown that community mediation programs handle cases faster than court systems do.  In order to serve alleviate court caseloads more, mediation programs will need to increase referral rates from local court systems.





For example, the Michigan Community Dispute Resolution Program’s Annual Report for 1994 indicated that, on average, mediation or conciliation cases took 17 days from initial case referral to resolution for the 25 programs studied.  
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