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“Because societal and cultural norms are in a constant state of flux, the mediator must be continually evaluating and incorporating culturally bound issues into the negotiations.  Mediators must leave not only their egos at the door but their own ethnocentric attitudes about fairness.” (305)


Due to the diverse population of the United States, it is important for mediators to understand various cultural and religious perspectives held by various parties.  A party’s religious or cultural frame impacts his/her perception of fairness, recognition of the importance of the conflict and willingness to mediate and resolve the conflict.  For example, under traditional Muslim law, a couple is divorced if a husband states that he wishes to divorce his wife in the presence of two witnesses (298).  On the other hand, the husband must grant the wife a divorce.  Accordingly, mediators should be aware that if a wife is seeking the divorce, then she might be pressured to waive certain rights such as spousal support or certain assets.  


The right to a divorce is primarily the husband’s prerogative among Orthodox Jews as well.  For Orthodox Jews, the husband must agree to grant the divorce in order for the wife to obtain the get (bill of divorce).  If a husband refuses to grant the get to the wife, then she is unable to remarry.  Contrarily, if a wife refuses to grant the get to her husband, he is still able to remarry.  However, it is important to note that there is a movement among Conservative Jews for prenuptial agreements that will give a couple a religious divorce at the same time a civil divorce is granted.  Another issue Meierding raises is that family usually spends time together on the Sabbath, which begins Friday at sundown and ends Saturday at Sundown (299).   Consequently, this may be a very emotional issue for Jewish couples in mediation.  Meierding also encourages mediators to be sensitive the issues that are involved if one person converted to the other spouse’s religion during the marriage and may be converting back during the divorce.  This becomes a serious issue when deciding how to raise the children.  Similarly, Meierding also discusses the Christian belief that divorce is a sin.  If one party attempts to use this belief to inflict shame or guilt on the other party, Meierding recommends for mediators to incorporate the doctrine of forgiveness, which can be found in most religions.


The discussion continues with an analysis of power imbalance, uncertainty avoidance, “Power distance is defined as a measure of the interpersonal power or influence between two parties as perceived by the least power of the two.” (301)  Research shows that Filipinos and Mexicans have the highest scores of power distance on Hofstede’s power distance index.  In cases with high power distance, Meierding recommends that the mediator utilize caucuses.  Additionally, sometimes it is necessary for the mediator to become an agent of reality for the husband who within his own culture has been the master and sole decision maker (301). For example, if a husband believes that because his wife wants the divorce he no longer has an obligation to support either his wife or children, then the mediator may provide a reality check that if he went to court, support would certainly be ordered (301).  


Meierding addresses uncertainty avoidance, culturally bound concepts of time and the effects of body language as follows:

· Uncertainty Avoidance:  Different societies have different responses to ambiguity and the unknown.  For example, Americans exhibit a high level of anxiety, fear and mistrust during the divorce process.  “A mediator can effectively reduce the anxiety of the parties by ensuring that they are informed of the potential options for settlement and the financial, legal and emotional consequences of their decisions.” (302)

· Culturally Bound Concepts of Time:  A monochronic person thinks linearly and needs to accomplish one thing at a time, whereas a polychronic person processes nonlinearly and can do multiple things at the same time (302).  Research shows that Latin American, African, Middle Eastern and Southern European cultures are polychronic and Americans, Canadians, Germans and British are monochronic (302).  For monochronic thinkers, Meierding suggests that the mediator use vial clues by writing on a blackboard or various colored markers.  For polychronic thinkers, she recommends breaking into caucus so that they can raise other issues with the mediator. 

· Effects of Body Language:  Body language varies across cultures.  Mexicans tend to communicate with hand movements, physical contact and emotional expressions, whereas Japanese are more formal and dislike emotional displays (303).  Meierding recommends for mediators to become highly observant of the nonverbal cues between the parties and the mediator.   Also, she explains that the mediator must be respectful of silence and not intervene because in many cultures every issue is not verbalized.


In conclusion, Meierding offers:  “Because societal and cultural norms are in a constant state of flux, the mediator must be continually evaluating and incorporating culturally bound issues into the negotiations.  Mediators must leave not only their egos at the door but their own ethnocentric attitudes about fairness.”  (305)       
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