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Sometimes we have to ask probing questions. Does mediation do any good? Does
it make the world a better place? Is there more or less peace in our societies
because of our work? This sort of research question exercises scholars and
academics, but practitioners too want to believe their work makes a diﬀerence. A
related question is do mediators have transferable skills?
As a sweeping generalisation it’s fair to say that mediators are practical people,
more focused on doing than theorising. They get their feedback from satisﬁed
clients and repeat referrals. Academics, on the other hand, seek to make careful
sense of things – ask questions, measure, analyse. Their conclusions are
painstakingly researched, underpinned by years of study, and then honed by
editors and reviewers before publication.
This dichotomy between doing and thinking, or between practice and theory, has
troubled many of us for years. Why shouldn’t practitioners conduct research? For
that matter why shouldn’t researchers practice? Rather than answer these
rhetorical questions I describe two projects straddling both worlds. One began as
evaluation and morphed into facilitation, the other combined facilitation and
research from the start. They may hold promise for the future.
The ﬁrst project featured an organisation working with congregational conﬂict
(Place for Hope) that had received Scottish Government funding for “tackling
sectarianism” . It used a process known as community dialogue to bring together
people from the Catholic and Reformed traditions in a series of conversations
about their experience of sectarianism. In the ﬁrst phase I acted as a conventional
researcher, observing dialogues and interviewing participants. In phase two,
however, I was asked to act as co-facilitator in one area while continuing as

evaluator.
The challenge will be clear to those familiar with research methodology. From
some perspectives, the researcher should interfere as little as possible with the
phenomenon being studied. During phase one I recorded the dialogues while
sitting quietly in a corner. But in phase two I was researcher and participant. I
helped plan and shape the conversations. We did what mediators do, listening,
paying attention, asking questions, reﬂecting back and synthesising what we were
hearing. We used a ﬂipchart. We exchanged stories and joined in the laughter (and
the dinner). I recorded the conversations, later analysing them by themes before
producing a ﬁnal report – see http://strathprints.strath.ac.uk/54549/
A few months later I was approached by the Church of Scotland’s Panel on Review
and Reform, seeking to better understand how the church made decisions and
reached consensus. Knowing of the sectarianism work they asked me from the
outset to act as researcher AND co-facilitator (alongside a panel member). Here
again I combined roles, jointly planning and running the dialogues while also
recording and analysing them. We ran ﬁve groups across Scotland in a mix of
urban, town and rural settings, with clergy, elders and congregational members.
That report was presented to the Church of Scotland General Assembly in May
2015
–
see
https://pure.strath.ac.uk/portal/en/publications/decision-making-and-consensus(ae
9903a9-a67c-4e71-96b3-8dd6c44410aa)/export.html
The report explored the combined role in more detail. Dialogue has been described
as “a means to access our thinking while we are thinking.”[fn]David Bohm, cited in
Amanda E Keller and Kelly K Ryan (2012) ‘Deﬁnition, Necessity, and Nansen:
Eﬃcacy of Dialogue in Peacebuilding.’ Conﬂict Resolution Quarterly, Vol 25 (4)
p.359 [/fn] The mediator/researcher is well placed to do this: “Rather than acting
as outside listeners (the ‘ﬂy on the wall’ approach) the researcher and a member
of the Panel would act as facilitators. This allowed them to test their hypotheses as
they formed, oﬀering their thinking to the participants for aﬃrmation or
alteration.”[fn]Church of Scotland Report, p. 5[/fn]
This goes to a key issue: is research done ‘to’ people or ‘with’ them? If the former,
the researcher should avoid opportunities for participants to inﬂuence her/his
ﬁndings. Better to stand outside the mêlée of everyday life (in a rather God-like
way) and reach conclusions in a pure and uncorrupted fashion. But social

phenomena like sectarianism or group decision-making aren’t atoms or numbers,
readily measured; participants’ views ARE the data. To oﬀer our impressions back
to those people for correction and debate can only improve accuracy.
One critique would point out that such researchers lack objectivity. They shape the
conversation, responding to what’s said and selecting some topics for comment.
How can they then stand back and coolly analyse the data? In fact this is little
diﬀerent from mediators’ daily fare. Unless we say nothing, our interventions are
inevitably selective. We have views and preferences like everyone else.
Realistically, the best we can oﬀer is to be even-handed. The concept of the
neutral mediator has been widely criticised as impossible and even
undesirable[fn]See Keri Fehrenbach and Amy Hubbard (2014) ‘Future directions in
neutrality research: symmetry and transparency.’ International Journal of Conﬂict
Management, vol. 25 (3) pp. 226–242[/fn]; likewise the neutral researcher.[fn]Nigel
King (2004) ‘Using Interviews in Qualitative Research.’ In C. Cassell & G. Symon,
eds. Essential Guide to Qualitative Methods in Organizational Research. London:
Sage, pp. 11–23.[/fn] Those from a social constructionist tradition would ask whose
interests the purported neutrality serves. From that perspective a more ethical
path is to acknowledge that the third party joins the system s/he is observing and
changes it; better then, to be open and honest about the views we hold and
positions we seek to prove.[fn]For a good introduction see Vivien Burr (2015)
Social Constructionism (3rd Edition) New York: Routledge.[/fn]
Others may question the mediator’s research skills. Can we really do what
researchers do? Our goals are diﬀerent: one is committed to the resolution of
conﬂict; the other to observation and analysis of phenomena under study.
However, some have noticed a good deal of commonality between mediators and
qualitative researchers (whose research generally involves interviews and
observation of real-time processes rather than surveys and measurement). As a
starting point: “the qualitative researcher and mediator are present and interacting
with participants.”[fn]Patricia Marshall and Rosalind Hurworth (2009) ‘Mediation
and qualitative research interviewing: commonality and diﬀerence.’ ADR Bulletin,
vol. 11 (7) p. 141[/fn] Both share values like self-determination, empowerment and
acceptance of diversity; both require a degree of empathy, or “empathic
neutrality”[fn]Patton (1996) cited in Marshall and Hurworth (2009) p. 142[/fn]; and
other personal qualities like patience and ﬂexibility. At the heart of each activity
are practices familiar to mediators: active listening, open-ended questions,

reﬂection, paraphrasing, re-framing and comfort with feelings. Both mediators and
qualitative researchers are called to ensure that participants experience
fairness.[fn]Ibid, p. 152[/fn]
When it came to analysing the data I noticed one additional thing: the facilitator
responses (not just mine) provided a novel source of insight. They were real-time
eﬀorts to capture the essence of the conversation, arguably more valid for being
uttered at the time.
Looking back at the two projects it strikes me now that a background in mediation
was fantastic preparation for empirical research. You learn to help people give
voice to their deepest thoughts and feelings. This has to be done gently, subtly, at
the right moment; and provisionally, for they may not wish to reveal too much.
Baruch Bush, who coined the term “transformative mediation” said mediators
“impartially hear, and impartially report to the parties, many crucial parts of their
own dialogue that they themselves may not have grasped fully or even heard
because of their closeness to the situation”[fn]RAB Bush, 1989, cited in Simon
Roberts and Michael Palmer (2005) Dispute Processes: ADR and the Primary Form
of Decision-Making. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press p.200[/fn] My aim in
this blog is to embolden mediators to use their many transferable skills as
creatively as possible. Research is a natural ﬁt. There must be others and I look
forward to hearing about them.

