
Beyond Conflict: Re-imagining 

Resolution in The Irish Workplace 

Introduction 

Workplace mediation in Ireland has traditionally been viewed as a last resort, introduced only 

when conflicts have escalated into formal complaints or grievances. A typical case involves 

two employees in conflict or a team experiencing tension, with mediation deployed as a neutral, 

confidential process to reach a mutually acceptable agreement. While this reactive model has 

value, it often addresses the symptoms rather than the causes of workplace conflict. 

 

In contemporary workplaces, defined by hybrid teams, increasing diversity, rapid technological 

innovation, and heightened expectations for psychological safety, this limited approach is 

insufficient. Irish organizations face rising challenges, as reflected in the 6,172 applications 

received by the Workplace Relations Commission (WRC) in 2023 alone, with over 14,000 

individual complaints lodged during the year1.While mediation resolved many of these 

disputes, its late use meant significant costs to relationships, morale, and organizational 

productivity had already been incurred.  

 

This essay will discuss the reimagining of mediation that goes “beyond the agreement to 

mediate”, as not merely a dispute resolution tool but as a core cultural practice embedded within 

the Irish workplace. By shifting mediation from a reactive service to a proactive, systemic 

strategy, organizations can prevent conflict escalation, equip leaders and employees with 

relational skills, and create sustainable structures for collaboration and trust. Drawing on Irish 

 
1 Workplace Relations Commission, Annual Report 2023 (WRC 2024) 
<https://www.workplacerelations.ie/en/news-media/workplace-relations-commission-annual-report-
2023.pdf> accessed 18 September 2025. 



law, WRC data, and international best practice, this essay proposes an innovative framework 

for conflict competence in evolving workplaces. 

 

The Limitations of a Reactive Mediation Model 

Under Section 39 of the Workplace Relations Act 2015, the WRC has the statutory authority 

to offer mediation in certain employment disputes, including cases involving employment 

equality and industrial relations2. The WRC’s mediation service is voluntary and confidential, 

relying on both parties’ consent. In 2023, the WRC conducted 785 pre-adjudication mediations, 

with 443 of these resolved successfully, representing a resolution rate of 56%3. 

However, these mediations typically occur after a dispute has escalated into a formal complaint, 

by which point trust may have eroded, and relationships are strained. Even with the WRC’s 

late-request mediation pilot, which allows parties to request mediation after an adjudication 

hearing is scheduled, the resolution rate remains just 52%4. These figures illustrate the 

limitations of a purely reactive model: mediation is effective but often arrives too late to prevent 

significant damage. 

Key challenges include: 

1. Delayed intervention: Parties engage only when tensions have peaked. 

2. Stigma: Mediation may be perceived as punitive or as evidence of failure. 

3. Narrow focus: Individual disputes are resolved without addressing systemic patterns 

of dysfunction. 

 
2 Workplace Relations Act, 2015. 
3 Work Relations Commission (see note 1) 
4 Work Relations Commission (see note 1) 



4. Limited sustainability: Without organizational follow-up, agreements risk 

breakdown. 

Thus, while WRC mediation is a valuable statutory service, its current application mirrors an 

emergency room model: useful for crisis intervention but insufficient for long-term 

organizational health. 

From Reactive to Proactive: A Cultural Shift 

Reimagining workplace mediation requires a paradigm shift: moving from seeing conflict as a 

problem to be solved to viewing it as a natural, even valuable, part of organizational life. This 

involves embedding mediation principles into the DNA of organizations, through two key 

strategies: 

- Developing mediation literacy among all employees, and 

- Integrating mediation as a core leadership competency and organizational system. 

1. Mediation Literacy for All Employees 

Most workplace conflicts never reach formal complaints but instead simmer beneath the 

surface, harming morale and productivity. Providing mediation literacy training can equip 

employees with tools to manage tensions constructively, reducing the need for external 

mediation. 

Practical initiatives might include: 

- Short workshops on active listening, reframing, and collaborative problem-solving for 

all staff. 

- Peer mediation schemes, where trained volunteers act as neutral facilitators for minor 

disputes. 



- Digital platforms offering confidential guidance and conflict resolution resources, 

particularly valuable for hybrid teams. 

An Irish healthcare organisation that introduced a peer mediation scheme reported a 25% drop 

in formal grievances within one year, mirroring international evidence that early, informal 

resolution processes reduce costs and improve relationships5. This aligns with the 

government’s Circular 17/2017, which explicitly encourages the use of mediation and other 

alternative dispute resolution (ADR) mechanisms in public sector workplaces to reduce formal 

litigation and promote efficient dispute handling6. 

Mediation literacy reframes conflict as an everyday reality rather than a sign of dysfunction, 

empowering employees to engage constructively before issues escalate to the WRC or Labour 

Court. 

Mediation as a Core Leadership Skill 

Leadership behavior significantly influences workplace culture. Managers who avoid conflict 

or handle it inconsistently can unintentionally escalate tensions. Conversely, leaders trained in 

mediation principles can model constructive dialogue, intervene early, and foster a 

psychologically safe environment. 

Embedding mediation into leadership development could involve: 

- Training managers to recognize early warning signs of conflict and respond 

effectively. 

 
5 Acas, Evaluation of Peer Mediation Schemes in Healthcare Settings (2023). 
6 Department of Public Expenditure and Reform, Circular 17/2017: Use of Mediation as an Alternative 
Dispute Resolution Mechanism in the Resolution of Workplace, Contract and Other Disputes (2017). 



- Coaching leaders in facilitative questioning techniques that empower employees 

rather than impose solutions. 

- Including conflict resolution competencies in managerial performance evaluations. 

A Dublin-based financial services firm introduced a leadership program integrating mediation 

and restorative practices. Within a year, employee surveys revealed significant improvements 

in psychological safety and trust, while voluntary turnover declined by 18%7. These results 

demonstrate that mediation is not solely the domain of HR or WRC mediators but a vital 

leadership skill for modern organizations. 

Redesigning Organizational Systems to Prevent Conflict Escalation 

Many workplace conflicts stem from systemic issues such as unclear roles, inequitable policies, 

or ineffective communication structures. Addressing these root causes requires embedding 

mediation principles into organizational systems. 

Innovative approaches include: 

- Conflict mapping, akin to health and safety risk assessments, to identify patterns of 

tension and intervene early. 

- Restorative circles, group conversations designed to rebuild trust after challenging 

events such as redundancies or organizational restructuring. 

- Mediation champions, employees across departments trained to promote constructive 

dialogue and act as early points of contact. 

 
7 CIPD Ireland, Workplace Mediation Case Studies Report (2023). 



- Digital mediation tools for remote or hybrid teams, offering accessible, confidential 

support. 

These approaches complement statutory services like those of the WRC, reducing the volume 

of disputes that escalate to external adjudication. 

Case Study: A Hybrid Workplace Transformation 

Consider a medium-sized Irish marketing agency grappling with hybrid work tensions. 

Initially, disputes were referred to external mediators or escalated to the WRC. While some 

were resolved, recurring issues revealed deeper structural problems, including inconsistent 

communication practices and unequal access to career progression. 

The organisation implemented a proactive mediation strategy: 

1. Mediation literacy training for all staff. 

2. Intensive leadership development on conflict resolution and facilitation. 

3. Quarterly conflict mapping sessions to identify emerging risks. 

4. Appointment of internal mediation champions. 

Over 12 months, formal grievances fell by 40%, employee satisfaction rose significantly, and 

hybrid teams reported improved collaboration. Importantly, external mediation was reserved 

for complex, high-stakes disputes rather than everyday conflicts. 

This approach reflects a broader opportunity for Irish workplaces: leveraging statutory 

mediation frameworks while building internal capacity for ongoing, proactive resolution. 

 

 



Challenges and Considerations 

Implementing a proactive mediation culture in the Irish workplace, while highly beneficial, 

presents several practical, organizational, and ethical challenges that must be carefully 

navigated.  

In the first instance, resource constraints can be a significant barrier. Smaller organizations may 

struggle to allocate the financial and human resources necessary to implement comprehensive 

mediation literacy programs, train mediation champions, or redesign organizational systems to 

prevent escalation. Even medium-sized enterprises may find the upfront investment in 

workshops, leadership training, and conflict mapping exercises prohibitive. Without dedicated 

funding or support, these initiatives risk being inconsistently applied, reducing their 

effectiveness and undermining cultural change. 

A further challenge may be resistance from leadership or employees which can impede the 

integration of mediation into organizational culture. Managers may view proactive mediation 

as additional work or fear that empowering employees to resolve conflicts independently could 

undermine their authority. Employees may be sceptical of internal mediation processes, 

concerned that reporting issues internally could affect their career progression or lead to bias. 

Addressing these perceptions requires clear communication of the program’s objectives, 

assurance of confidentiality, and reinforcement that mediation is a developmental, not punitive, 

tool. Policy instruments, such as the previously mentioned Circular 17/2017, which encourage 

ADR in public sector workplaces, provide guidance on embedding mediation while respecting 

organizational hierarchies and stakeholder trust. 

Balancing proactive mediation with statutory processes presents a nuanced challenge. While 

early intervention can reduce the need for WRC adjudication, organizations must ensure that 

employees remain aware of their statutory rights under the Workplace Relations Act 2015 and 



related employment rights. Mediation must never be positioned as a replacement for legal 

protections, particularly in sensitive cases such as harassment, discrimination, or 

whistleblowing complaints. Ethical considerations are paramount: mediators must navigate 

power imbalances, avoid coercion, and ensure that employees feel safe and supported. Where 

complex or legally sensitive issues arise, referral to the WRC or external legal advice may still 

be necessary, demonstrating the complementary, rather than substitutive, role of proactive 

mediation. 

Finally, measuring the effectiveness of proactive mediation is inherently complex. While 

reductions in grievances and WRC referrals can be quantified, qualitative outcomes such as 

trust, psychological safety and wellbeing, and organizational cohesion are more difficult to 

assess. Tools such as employee surveys, focus groups, and studies can provide insight, but 

require ongoing commitment and expertise. Organizations must therefore establish clear 

success indicators from the outset and be prepared to iterate and refine processes as the culture 

evolves. 

Despite these challenges, research and case studies suggest that the benefits of embedding 

mediation practices are improved employee engagement, reduced conflict costs, enhanced 

collaboration, and strengthened organizational resilience. Careful planning, alignment with 

statutory frameworks, and ongoing evaluation are essential to ensure that proactive mediation 

initiatives are both ethical and sustainable, ultimately enabling the Irish workplace to move 

beyond reactive dispute resolution toward a culture of conflict competence. 

In summary, implementing proactive mediation requires careful navigation of 

challenges: 

- Resource constraints: Smaller organizations may lack funds for training and system 

redesign. 



- Power dynamics: Mediation literacy must not shift responsibility onto vulnerable 

employees, who require protections such as union representation and access to statutory 

processes under the Workplace Relations Act 2015. 

- Measuring success: Metrics should include not only reduced grievances but also trust, 

wellbeing, and innovation indicators. 

National institutions can support this shift. The WRC could expand its role to provide 

organizational training and early intervention resources, while policymakers might consider 

amendments to the Mediation Act 2017, exploring ways to embed mediation principles earlier 

in workplace dispute systems8. 

Conclusion 

Workplace mediation in Ireland is at a pivotal moment. While the WRC’s statutory mediation 

services play a vital role in resolving disputes before they reach adjudication, the statistics 

demonstrate that too many conflicts are only addressed once they have escalated into formal 

complaints. This reactive approach, though necessary, limits the transformative potential of 

mediation. Moving beyond the agreement to mediate requires a paradigm shift: from mediation 

as a process triggered by conflict, to mediation as a philosophy embedded within everyday 

workplace culture. 

The future of workplace mediation lies in prevention, integration, and empowerment. By 

equipping leaders with mediative skills and providing employees with mediation literacy 

training, organisations can build internal capacity to handle disagreements constructively at the 

earliest stages. Systemic approaches, such as conflict mapping and the appointment of 

mediation champions, offer practical frameworks for preventing escalation while aligning with 

 
8 Mediation Act, 2017. 



statutory obligations under the Workplace Relations Act 2015. These innovations do not replace 

formal mechanisms but complement them, creating a continuum of conflict management 

options that span informal, internal conversations through to external mediation and 

adjudication when necessary. 

However, this transformation cannot occur in isolation. It requires commitment from multiple 

stakeholders: organisational leaders, HR professionals, unions, mediators, and policymakers. 

Public sector guidance, such as Circular 17/2017, already encourages the adoption of mediation 

and ADR practices, but further policy support and funding could incentivise private sector 

organisations to follow suit. Similarly, the WRC’s own initiatives, such as its late-request 

mediation pilot, illustrate that institutions are willing to innovate. The challenge now is for 

workplaces themselves to mirror this innovation internally. 

Crucially, embedding mediation into organisational culture is not simply about reducing 

complaints or costs; it is about fostering psychological safety and wellbeing, collaboration, and 

trust. In an era of hybrid working, diverse teams, and rapid change, the ability to navigate 

differences constructively has become a core competency for organisational success. A 

proactive mediation culture signals to employees that their voices matter and that conflict, 

when managed well, can be a source of growth rather than division. 

In looking toward 2100 and beyond, as the conference theme invites us to do, one can imagine 

Irish workplaces where mediation is no longer a specialist intervention but a natural part of 

daily communication. Disputes would still arise as human relationships are inherently complex, 

however they would be met not with fear or avoidance, but with curiosity, empathy, and skill. 

By taking deliberate steps now to move beyond the agreement to mediate, Ireland has the 

opportunity to lead internationally in developing workplaces that are not only legally compliant 

and efficient, but also humane, resilient, and innovative. This is the promise of workplace 



mediation reimagined: not merely a process to resolve conflict, but a vision to transform the 

very fabric of organisational life. 

“Mediation is more than resolving disputes; it is the art of turning disagreement into 

understanding, and understanding into progress”. 
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