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The Elephant in the Room – Part 1
Sabine Walsh (Sabine Walsh Mediation) · Wednesday, September 6th, 2017

Every year hundreds, if not thousands, of seats are sold on mediation training courses in Ireland
and the UK alone. Most of these courses end with motivated, excited and passionate new mediators
going out into the world looking to do their bit to change how conflict is dealt with. What they
have usually not been told, and often don’t realise, is how few of them will end up working
regularly in mediation.

All of us who work in this field are passionate about what we do and why we do it. But that
passion can quickly turn into frustration when we print out business cards and set up our website
and the phone stays quiet. A few throw in the towel quickly, others persist for a while before
giving up. The elephant in the mediation training room is that there is just not enough work out
there for all the mediators that are being trained. Those of us involved in training all know that a
mediation qualification is not enough to generate mediation work and some courses sometimes
oversell the likely benefits of their training. The oversupply of mediators in relation to the amount
of work available is not something trainers want to talk about, not just because it will turn away
participants but also because it is hard to see the enthusiasm of new mediators dampened and their
efforts frustrated. But is this different from any other professional or career pursuit? If you train as
a solicitor, executive coach or a pilot can you walk straight into a job or will clients be looking to
hire you straight away?

Sounds gloomy doesn’t it? Maybe, but it does not have to be. The other side of that coin is the
many many mediators I know that have thriving mediation practices, are referring work on to
colleagues because they are over stretched – yes really – and who are living the dream that we all
had when starting out down this path. We have a number of choices therefore – we can shrug our
shoulders and give up, being grateful for the work we do have, work on raising awareness of
mediation and generally promoting the mediation option so as to generate more work, wait for our
governments to do so (don’t get me started on that one) or, figure out how those mediators who are
successful make a living from mediation.

What is it that distinguishes those mediators who get work and make money from those who
struggle to do so?
Is it training, experience, connections?
Is it because they know they right people, because, dare I say it, they are lawyers?
Because they live in large urban centres or can afford to spend money on a fancy website?

No, I don’t think so. I think it is more complex than that, and, at the same time, simpler. I think
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those who are successful are those who are really good at marketing their service. That sounds
logical but is more complex than we might think.

Many new mediators have chosen their path to make a difference, to help people, to change the
way we think about conflict and to develop their skills and self awareness. And maybe, marketing
our business and our services feels a little uncomfortable for that reason, because we are here to
help, rather than to earn money. Marketing therefore, can be difficult, feel awkward, and is easily
left to the bottom of the to-do list. For many, having those cards printed and the website set up
ticks the marketing box. Surely the calls will come. But there is much more to marketing and
promoting a mediation business than that.

What is it then, how does one market a mediation business successfully? I decided to do a little
research on what it is that successful mediators do differently and what lessons we can learn from
them. This has resulted in some interesting insights, and left me reassured that, while there may not
be the abundance of freely available mediation work yet, there is a lot we can do to access the work
that there is, and some lessons we can give our trainees on their way into the mediation world too. I
will share these with you, but next month…in the mean time, how do you get your work and sell
your services? Do you enjoy it or do you run a mile from marketing? It is worth thinking about…

________________________
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