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The following studies were analyzed to conduct a comprehensive two-part evaluation of community dispute resolution centers across the country:  Neighborhood Justice Centers (Atlanta, Kansas City and Venice/Mar Vista area of Los Angeles), Five Florida Programs, Brooklyn Dispute Resolution Center, Dorchester (Massachusetts) Urban Court, Suffolk County Community Mediation Center, Philadelphia 4-A Project, Akron (Ohio) 4-A Project and smaller evaluation of Florida’s programs.  The findings are presented in four sections:  short-term outcomes, long-term outcomes
, continuing controversies and future prospects.  

Short-Term Outcomes 


In the short-term outcomes section, the number of agreements reached, agreement content and disputants’ attitudes are examined.  This study shows that most centers reached agreements in 70 to 90 percent of their cases (582).  Further, it revealed that there are three major factors that influence the number of agreements that are reached:  referral source, type of dispute and the relationship between the disputing parties:

1) Cases that are referred from within the justice system reach agreement more often than any other referral source (582).  

2) Cases involving threats of violence have a higher agreement rate than any other types of cases (584).

3) Disputants with more intimate relationships (family, friends, etc.) were more likely to reach agreement (584).  


Only two studies were used for the discussion on the content of agreements.  The evaluation of the five Florida programs revealed that 98% of the respondents and 64% of the complainants had obligations to fulfill under the terms of the agreements (585).  Respondents were typically asked to disengage (26%), alteration of past behavior (24%) and payment or return of money or property (18%).  In a third of the cases, the complainants had no responsibility.  In 20% of the cases, the complainants agreed to disengage and in 14% of the cases they agreed to establish cooperative relationships.  Contrarily, the data for the Brooklyn study showed that the complainant and respondent often have similar terms.  “Seventy-one percent of the agreements called for an ending of harassment by both parties, 26% specified that ‘calm discussion’ will be used to handle future problems and 21% provide that the relationship between the parties be ended.” (586)


In general, Garofalo and Connelly found 1) high satisfaction rates in most dispute resolution centers, 2) disputants are hopeful that their disputes have been resolved, 3) mediators receive positive ratings, 3) most disputants are willing to return, 4) mediation has a higher satisfaction level than the court process (591).   

Long Term Outcomes


The measures of long-term outcomes of the mediation process seem to indicate that there is very little difference between mediated and court-processed cases relative to the stability of agreements or the emergence of new problems between the disputants.   This is evident in the Brooklyn study:

Table 6
 Disputants’ Reports of Problems During Four-Month

Follow-up Period; Brooklyn Dispute Resolution Center (597)







Experimental

Control
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Group


Group

Percentage of complainants reporting

   62


  40

  
  improvement in defendant’s behavior

(n=85)


(n=55)  
Percentage of defendants reporting

   63


  61

  improvement in complainants’ behavior
(n=65)


(n=33)

Percentage of complainants reporting

  12


  13

  new call to police about defendant

(n=128)


(n=88)

While the Brooklyn evaluation showed that mediation creates durable agreements, the Florida evaluation illustrated how the type of dispute and the relationship between the disputants are related to long-term problem resolution.  The Florida evaluation revealed that when the dispute involved primarily money or property and when the relationship between the parties was not close and personal, complainants in the follow-up interviews were most likely to report that the problems had been resolved totally (593).  Disputes between people with an on-going personal relationship (i.e. family members, lovers, friends, neighbors) tend to exhibit initial success but a higher long-term failure rate.  
Continuing Controversies


There are two on-going debates regarding the role or potentials of dispute resolution centers.  The first debate concerns whether or not “communities” actually exist.  Communities are defined as “stable local groups with a shared identity, common interests and a high level of personal interaction.” (607)  The concern is that as society has become more mobile and urbanized, does a strong enough community identity exist to develop and sustain self-governing, community-based dispute resolution forums.  Garofalo and Connelly assert that while America’s cities do not entirely consist of close knit, stable, local communities; there are some cases which provide encouragement for the ideals of community empowerment including experiences from the San Francisco Community Boards, the organizing efforts of indigenous mediators in a Pittsburgh neighborhood, and the observations of an anthropologist concerning an unidentified urban mediation program.  


The second debate addresses: “What role should coercion play in mediation programs?”  There is a subtle coercion that occurs when litigants are “referred” to mediation by a judge, prosecutor or court clerk.  Garofalo and Connelly explain that this type of coercion is probably unavoidable if a mediation program wants to obtain its goal of maintain a large case load (608).  However, there are legal critics desire to find ways to bring formal due process and equal protection rights into the procedures of dispute resolution centers.  Additionally, there are those who argue that coercion interferes with the goal of helping the disputants to develop open communication and mutual understanding during the mediation session (608).   

Future Prospects


Finally, Garofalo and Connelly assert, “Unlike the service-oriented and the system-oriented centers, the community-oriented alternatives will depend on the political commitment their advocates can generate for the broader goal of local community empowerment.” (611) In essence, the key to the survival of community-oriented dispute resolution centers is community organizing. 
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