Mediation service for the University of Sunderland 

[Project leader’s note:  we should be interested to hear from other HEIs which have begun with a mediation service for staff and extended it to students]
“The University of Sunderland identified a need for an additional route to resolve conflict which would complement its existing procedures, such as grievance and harassment.

Depending on the circumstances, other conflict resolution procedures can be viewed as either too formal or unsuitable because they can be necessarily adversarial and less likely to resolve disputes in a way which preserves constructive working relationships. When appropriate to the situation, mediation has provided an option for conflict resolution in a less adversarial forum. 

In the eighteen months since the service was launched in 2006, eleven cases have been supported. Of these eleven cases, ten were successful, with only one mediation not reaching an outcome. However, even in this case the mediation was worthwhile in that it demonstrated not only that the University was working to support an outcome but also that there were significant issues between colleagues. Many successful outcomes have involved agreements on mutual communication and joint working. They have also resulted in the continued contribution to the institution of individuals who had previously considered leaving because of the dispute, together with the resolution of some long-running personal and employment cases. 

The mediations are conducted by a pair of trained mediators, who meet each party initially before proceeding to a joint meeting. The process is self-contained and stands outside other procedures. Individuals control whether or not they enter mediation, which does not preclude them from accessing other procedures at any stage. Agreements are confidential to the parties and the mediators, unless otherwise agreed. 

The mediation service is available to staff who can self-refer or be referred by their line manager, with their consent. We have also used mediation in a student/staff conflict as both parties were moving gradually through their own separate procedures with little prospect of the two coming together. Mediation provided a forum to reintroduce dialogue and brought a quick and successful resolution. 


As a result, mediation is now being trialled as an option in staff/student and student/student situations. However, because this is still on a trial basis, the service has not yet been advertised to students although they can be made aware of the availability of the option by staff who support them in disputes involving, for example, harassment, counselling and complaints.  We recognise the importance of ensuring that all students are made aware of this route to resolution.  

When the mediation service was launched, the greater awareness of the service meant that mediation was seen as an option that had not previously been available to staff to self-refer, or to HR colleagues or managers to refer staff into. Two years on, the number of internal mediations is now decreasing as some of these long-standing disputes are resolved. As with harassment advice, the initial demand has settled into a service which can be used when appropriate. The number of trained mediators has increased to provide more flexibility in view of the potential range of requests from staff and students that might be received. The increased capacity has meant that the University has been able to provide support to external organisations that have requested use of the service and this is helping to cover our costs in providing it in-house.

See http://my.sunderland.ac.uk/web/support/equality/a_home
