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Community Mediation Programs: Developments and Challenges

Chapter One:  An Overview of Developments 
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The increased role of community mediation and alternative dispute resolution processes were acknowledged by The Massachusetts Supreme Court as having evolved past just an isolated phenomenon to an expectation and for some, a right.  

Community mediation programs have expanded in range of services, styles of practice and types of disputes handled due to the inability of court systems to handle minor civil and criminal cases; change in attitudes concerning court processes; increased urbanization and mobility that reduces traditional informal processes of handling conflicts and heightened interest in empowering community members to engage in decision-making processes.   The increased role of community mediation and alternative dispute resolution processes were acknowledged by The Massachusetts Supreme Court as having evolved past just an isolated phenomenon to an expectation and for some, a right.  

New York State reflects this expectation by funding New York’s Court System’s Community Dispute Resolution Centers Program in all 62 counties.  Similarly, Federal district courts have implemented more than 75 alternative dispute resolution programs.  Further, Federal support has manifested from alternative dispute resolution initiatives such as the Civil Justice Reform Act, the Administrative Dispute Resolution Act and the Negotiated Rule- Making Act. 

Despite State and Federal support, the National Association for Community Mediation (NAFCM) reports the range of budgets of community mediation programs extend from less than $50,000 (29% of total programs) to a budget of more than $500,000 (3%).  Most programs budgets fall between $50,000 to $150,000 (49%).   Those programs with smaller budgets have fewer staff.  Fifty six percent (56%) of NAFCM’s membership of 208 programs report having three or fewer staff members.  Volunteer mediators assist staff in managing caseloads.  Although the numbers of volunteers vary from program to program, 65% report having fewer than fifty (50) volunteer mediators.    

Along with demographic differences, approaches to alternative dispute resolution also vary.  Primary approaches include conciliation, arbitration, mediation and facilitation.  Within the different approaches, other dimensions such as the mediation models utilized (transformative, problem-solving, facilitative, labor relations, etc.); who mediates (staff members and/or volunteers); number of mediators (panel of mediators, one mediator and/or single mediator); and number of sessions (single vs. multiple), also diversify the field.  Evaluation has found that regardless of the approach, outcomes such as agreement rate in proportion to mediated sessions and positive attitude to process on behalf of disputants remain consistent.

Diversification of the field also extends to types of cases handled.  The National Association for Community Mediation identified 30 different applications of community mediation that range from domestic disputes to victim-offender cases.  This diversity has enabled programs to expand into institutional settings such as schools, juvenile correctional institutions, hospitals, businesses, and other non-profit agencies.  Expansion into these numerous areas reflect the positive contribution the field of conflict resolution has on people and communities.   

Resource Development [MR] 

· Diversified Funding [MR-1]

Case Management [OC]
Public Awareness [OP]
· Promotion of Mediation [OP-1]

States

· Massachusetts

· New York

� United States. Dept. of Justice.  National Institute of Justice.  National Institute of Justice Issues and Practices Community Mediation Programs:  Developments and Challenges.  Washington:  GPO.  1997.





