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Rawlinson: Workplace mediation at South East Sydney Area Health Service

The ADR Bulletin
ADR at work

Workplace mediation at
South East Sydney Area
Health Service
Sue Rawlinson
Unresolved conflict in the workplace can
be very costly for both the individual and
the organisation. The cost includes not only
the time and money spent in resolution
attempts and litigation but also the negative
effects on workplace relationships and staff
morale. Increasingly, organisations are
turning to dispute resolution strategies.
South East Health, in its commitment to
the pr o mo ti on o f a po siti ve w ork
en vi ronm ent , e s tab lis hed i ts In te rnal
Mediation Program late in 1998 as one of
a range of conflict resolving mechanisms
utilised by the organisation and its staff. A
fundamental principle of the program is that
the prompt resolution of conflict, at the
lowest organisational level possible, benefits
both the individual and the organisation.
The mediation team consists of volunteers
from South East Health staff drawn from a
number of facilities within the area and a
range of occupational groups including,
h uman r esou rc es, nu rs in g, m edi cal,
counselling, training and others. They have
been thoroughly trained in workplace
me diat io n a nd are sup er vise d in the
performance of these duties by the area’s
Mediation Co-ordinator.
Anyone employed by South East Health
— staff or management — can access the
Internal Mediation Program.
Me dia tion is use d f or a num ber o f
different circumstances in South East Health,
in cluding in te rpersonal con flict , work
practices, grievance resolution, alleged
h ara s sme nt , E EO i ss ues an d i nt ern al
customer complaints.
Among the ‘good practice’ aspects of the
program are the following.
• Parties are provided with written
inf or ma tion
a bou t
the
me diati on pro c es s w hic h
emphasises the voluntary and
74

confidential nature of the process and are
furnished with a formal Agreement to
Mediate for consideration.
• Mediation does not replace administrative
and sup er vi so r y re spon si bil ity f or
managing workplace conflict, nor does it
replace other mechanisms outlined in
related policies, for example, grievance,
harassment, or EEO policies. Rather,
mediation complements other methods of
resolving conflict.
• Part ies r et ain t he ir r igh ts to a cc es s
industrial advice through their relevant
union or staff association.
• Agreements reached during mediation
ar e not to be use d in an y fut u re
disciplinary process.
• Agreements reached during mediation
are reviewed with the parties six weeks to
three months following mediation.
A mediation policy and guidelines have
been developed. The likelihood of success
is enhanced by an number of factors:
• thorough assessment by mediators for
suitability prior to mediation;
• the adoption of a co-mediator model for
peer support and review; and
• on-going supervision of mediators by the
Mediation Coordinator.
Professional development activities include
in-service training with external mediation
trainers and regular team meetings and
discussion. Promotional activities include
articles in facilities’ newsletters, seminars,
distribution of mediation brochures and
briefings of management and staff.
The program was evaluated after its first
year of operation. An examination of the
broad demographics of referrals to the
program revealed that 70 per cent were
manager/administration referrals, while 30
per cent were self-referrals or referred by
human resources. Interpersonal conflict was

given as the major reason for referral for
mediation; work practices were the next
most common reason. The majority of
conflicts were of more than 12 months
duration. Some had been going on for
many years. Irrespective of the duration of
the di spute , an in cide nt o r a rgu men t
precipitated referral for mediation in most
cases.
A client satisfaction survey was sent to
parties in the workplace disputes assessed
over the 12 month period. The majority of
respondents stated that mediation resulted in
agreements being reached and that long
term benefits were derived from the process.
Pe rs onal b en ef it s i nc lu ded i mp ro ve d
co mmun ica t ion an d resp ect , a b et ter
relationship with the other party, and the
acquisition of skills which could be used in
other situations. One respondent stated that
the process proved to be a catalyst to
discussion of important issues at ward level.
Almost uniformly, the most helpful part of the
process was being able to talk freely
without fear. In the least helpful category
were statements about it being stressful at
times and requiring courage from the parties
involved.
Mediators were asked to comment on
any impact that mediation training or
pr ac tic e mi g ht h ave h a d o n th ei r
understanding of organisational issues,
personal and professional skills and job
performance. Those mediators who work in
a supervisory or management capacity
stated that their mediation experiences had
helped them manage workplace conflict
more effectively. They listed benefits such as
enhanced communication, facilitation and
problem solving skills and the ability to
diffuse difficult situations more easily. In
ad di ti on, t he a bi lit y to adv is e o the r
managers in dealing with staff conflict was
mentioned.
The program is now almost two years old
and going well. Additional mediators will
be recruited and trained in 2001, as the
pr o gr am i s bei ng use d in cr ea sing l y
throughout South East Health. ●
Sue Rawlinson, Co-ordinator Internal
Mediation Program, South East
Sydney Area Health Service
<RawlinsonS@sesahs.nsw.gov.au>.
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