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Mediation is a form of conflict resolution in which a neutral third party, the mediator, supports the disputing parties to reach an
acceptable outcome. Based on interviews with 21 professional mediators, we identified three central challenges in their work:
invisible labor, improvisation, and leadership without authority. We found that mediators’ practical, context-sensitive actions
often diverge from their formal training. This divergence stems from extensive invisible work to cultivate a constructive
environment while directing conflict (and conflicting parties) without legal power to enforce change. We then examine a
range of agentic designs as case studies that could help manage these central challenges. We contend that embedding Al
agents into mediation is likely to reconfigure, rather than eliminate, these fundamental challenges. Agents would require
mediators to oversee, defend, and at times push back against them introducing additional visible and invisible labor related to
planning, oversight, and explanation. Such designs can introduce a “prioritization challenge”: agents have to determine whose
values take precedence — the lead-mediator, co-mediator, parties, host institution, or paying client—and any decision will
misalign with at least one stakeholder. As values evolve and conflicting parties may even act in bad faith, this “prioritization
challenge” will complicate a pluralistic multi-alignment problem.
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1 Introduction

Mediation is a voluntary and private dispute resolution process in which a neutral mediator helps parties reach
their own negotiated settlement agreement [44]. Many countries require mediation before any litigation [39].
Despite growing demand [19], mediation faces persistent challenges with facilitating effective communication,
negotiation coaching, and process management. These remain understudied and poorly addressed, despite
significant technological investment [42, 67]. Al and LLMs are increasingly positioned as potential solutions to
mediation challenges [90]. We evaluate this premise by mapping mediation workflows and needs from empirical
data and assessing the feasibility of Al support. While Al-assisted online conflict resolution shows promise [51],
little is known about how Al can support in-person mediation. Through semi-structured interviews with 21
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professional mediators (§3), we identify three core struggles: (i) invisible administrative and emotional labor;
(ii) gray areas and knowledge gaps that force improvisation in charged situations; (iii) and the need to steer
mediation without formal authority through persuasion, trust-building, and communication. We found that these
struggles are prevalent throughout all stages of their mapped workflow (§3).

Next, we present three fictional case studies grounded in interview data to support a speculative design exercise
examining how Al agents (§4) might address these mediators struggles. Rather than resolving them, agentic aids
reconfigure invisible labor, improvisation, and mediator agency, raising human-agent alignment questions (§5)
that motivate three future research directions:

(i) Re-Alignment: In a multi-party, somewhat murky, hierarchical mediation process, where an initial plan can
obstruct much-needed improvisation to respond to new information, an agent needs to identify how to seek and
find re-alignment against a pre-defined universal system without increasing invisible work.

(ii) Agency-Management: In the presence of adversarial actors (who represent non-adversarial stakeholders) that
aim to sabotage the process, an agent must take on a steering role and improvise without a conflict of interest
while preserving the limited agency of the mediator.

(iii) Risk-Management: In high-risk circumstances, like mediating inter-personal violence, agents’ lack of self-
awareness of limited capabilities and harmful misjudgments can deteriorate the fragile trust between a mediator
and the parties involved, leading to identifying risk-management strategies.

Our work contributes a timely empirical and speculative examination of mediation, showing how Al agents
interact with invisible labor, improvisation, and mediator agency. We demonstrate that, despite growing interest, Al
agents are unlikely to function as effective mediator collaborators without addressing fundamental human-agent
alignment challenges inherent to mediation work.

2 Related Work

We review related work on mediation, dispute resolution technologies, human-AI collaboration and alignment,
and speculative design.

Mediation: Theory and Practice. Conflict resolution methods span a spectrum, from legally enforced court
rulings to alternative dispute resolution (ADR) approaches, which differ in the degree of party agency and
mandated cooperation [8, 61, 93]. Among ADR methods, mediation preserves participant autonomy through
non-binding, voluntary outcomes. It is commonly defined as a process in which a neutral third party, lacking
decision-making authority, assists disputants in reaching mutually acceptable agreements [8, 61, 94, 95]. These
features make mediation an effective and balanced conflict-resolution approach [41], with outcomes perceived as
fairer and more likely to preserve group relationships than arbitration [54, 64]. In the U.S., mediators typically
complete about 40 hours of training covering mediation theory and process [46, 98]. Handbooks commonly
structure mediation into two stages: preparation, where the mediator develops an understanding of the conflict,
and an in-the-room stage focused on facilitating dialogue toward resolution [8, 61].

Technology and Al in Conflict Resolution. Technologies have been increasingly used to aid mediation[7, 55,
78, 108], especially in online settings [37]. Online dispute resolution (ODR) commonly relies on tools such as
document sharing, video conferencing, and conflict resolution support systems [30, 35, 103, 109]. More recently,
LLMs have enabled new approaches to conflict resolution, including simulated rehearsal tools [82], assistance
with drafting and reformulating mediator responses [90, 102], and game-theoretic simulations of negotiation [1, 9].
Recent research also examines LLMs in conflict-laden decision-making contexts such as hiring, procurement,
finance, and collective dialogue [34, 49, 51, 79, 110], while also identifying risks such as escalation in simulated
conflicts [74]. Together, this literature highlights the societal stakes of LLMs in conflict contexts; our work instead
centers mediation and the individual human stakes involved.
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Despite this progress, mediation institutions have historically provided limited guidance on regulating technol-
ogy use in practice [18]. Prior work has speculated about integrating advanced tools—such as emotion-sensing
wearables and smart assistants—into mediation [18], some of which have since materialized in training tools,
mixed-reality mediation environments, and applied systems in online communities [2, 7, 37, 84, 99]. Although
draft guidelines for generative Al in mediation have recently emerged [68], they have yet to be enforced.

Human-AI Collaboration and Alignment. Prior work has developed theories and guidelines for human—-AI
collaboration that emphasize complementary strengths: humans contribute judgment, sensitivity, and contextual
reasoning spearhead emotional conflict transformation [16] , while Al systems contribute information processing
at scale and speed [43, 63]. This has led to design principles for effective human—-Al interaction, human-Al team
composition and co-creation with generative systems [4, 96, 100, 107]. Al agents represent a further shift due to
their ability to act with minimal human input [70], motivating exploration of their integration into domains such
as software development and creative work [21, 106].

As Al systems become increasingly more capable, they often achieve orthogonal goals to achieve the specific
reward function. These orthogonal goals may prove detrimental to the human values behind the reward function
[29, 56], and Al-alignment practitioners are aiming to mitigate potential harms from these misalignments.
Techniques like Reinforcement Learning from Human Feedback (RLHF) [53, 69] aim to mitigate these risks.
Alignment methods, like RLHF, that rely on human annotators remain limited, as annotator discretion results in
inconsistent and sometimes conflicting value representations [17].

More recent work advances interactive and pluralistic alignment approaches that aim to represent diverse and
competing values within a task, including tools and methods for group-level value modeling [5, 20, 31, 36, 38, 50,
83, 86, 87, 91]. We build on this work to examine how Al agents might support mediation workflows through
speculative design (§4).

3 A Mediator’s Workflow

Our goal is to understand what makes mediation-based conflict resolution successful by focusing on the challenges
mediators face and the realities of their practice. To study these users, who must influence outcomes without
formal authority, we conducted interviews with 21 professional mediators

Participants and Method We recruited participants through cold outreach to practitioners listed in public
conflict-resolution directories [6, 33], as well as referrals from law school faculty and a local mediation organization.
We then continued recruitment through snowball sampling [25] until reaching theoretical saturation, that is,
when no new themes emerged across interviews!. Participants averaged 13.6 years of professional experience
(SD = 11.1; range: 1-38 years). They specialized in workplace conflicts (9), family or divorce disputes (7), business
disputes (6), and small-claims court (4), with many practicing across multiple domains. 16 of the 21 interviwed
mediators practiced in the United States and 5 were based in the United Arab Emirates. Interviews lasted
approximately 60 minutes; all but one were recorded and transcribed. Two authors also attended a day-long
mediation training offered by a local organization, supplementing the interview data with observational notes.
We analyzed the transcripts using an abductive coding approach [92, 97], combining deductive codes drawn from
existing mediation theory with inductive codes that emerged from the data. After an initial round of exploratory
coding, the team refined and consolidated the codes through analytic memo discussions and affinity diagramming.

From this data, we identify three stages in the mediator workflow (Figure 1) that deviate from canonical models
in the mediation literature [8, 15, 32, 41, 60, 61, 66]; mediators often adapt and evolve their practices to fit specific
cases. We characterize these deviations as three underlying struggles that persist across the workflow, along with
associated needs mapped to each stage (Figure 1):

1See Appendix A.1.2 for details on mediators’ backgrounds and expertise, Appendix A.1.1 for the interview questions, and Appendix D for
the codebook.
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UNDERLYING STRUGGLES WORKFLOW SURFACED NEEDS

A. INVISIBLE WORK
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Fig. 1. An overview of a mediator’s workflow and a summary of underlying struggles and surfaced needs.

A. Invisible Work: Outside of mediation itself, mediators manage invisible “administrative burden” [Juan],
including scheduling mediation sessions, preparing strategies to support negotiation [Leo], and managing their
own emotions and those of the parties to maintain neutrality. As Mae, a mediator for small claims and workplace
conflicts, explains: ‘T aim to be the thermostat, not the thermometer. This means setting the tone of the room rather
than reacting to others’ emotions.”

B. Improvisation to fill Framework Gaps: Despite roughly 40 hours of required training in the U.S. [46, 98],
mediators often encounter situations that exceed formal guidance and require improvisation. As Zara, a workplace
mediator, explains, “Sometimes I'll break rules if it feels right, and I've done it in front of my boss. ... But then it’ll
work out beautifully,” highlighting how mediators rely on instinct to navigate gaps in existing frameworks.

C. Steering without Agency: Unlike judges, mediators lack the authority to impose or enforce agreements and
are typically trained to persuade parties of the value of mediation and build trust to enable productive dialogue,
shifting emphasis from outcomes to process. As Mike observes, “people come to mediation just to get things off
their chest ... they agree to disagree ... they go back to the workplace with no written resolution ... they let it go.”

Next, we describe each step within the three stages of the workflow; While the focus of this work is dispute
management (§3.2), we will briefly describe dispute preparation (§3.1) and closure (§3.3).



MedAlting with the Mediators FAccT ’26, June 25-28, 2026, Montreal, Canada

3.1 Dispute Preparation

3.1.1 Gathering Information. Mediators often begin cases with minimal information. To address these gaps,
mediators rely on pre-mediation interviews to gather essential context and screen for issues such as safety and
readiness. The interviewees identified two key needs at this stage: logistical support for tasks such as contacting
parties, scheduling, and gathering consent, and improved mechanisms to collect more complete case information.
As Juan notes, much of the work involves “menial labor... trying to reach parties,”, suggesting that automating
voicemails and consent forms could “really reduce our caseload”. Juan also believes that “robots on the phone ...
are annoying to talk to,” and prefers text-interfaces to gather richer information upfront.

3.1.2 Determining Fit & Complexity. Before mediation begins, mediators assess case fit, complexity and
what resources will be required [21/21]. Mediators uniformly agreed that case fit primarily hinges on parties’
willingness to participate [21/21]. Beyond that, institutional mediators have limited discretion over case intake
and must follow organizational guidelines [4/21,9/21]. Zara proposed preemptive Al profiling of parties and using
tools such as “the Thomas Kilmann assessment” to assess conflict styles. This motivated our design of an Al agent
that meets with parties in advance to help determine fit (§4.3), while retaining a human-in-the-loop, since “Al is
still not very good at reading subtle nonverbal cues” [Mae].

3.1.3 Setting Expectations and Agenda. Once fit is determined, mediators focus on preparing parties for
the process by clarifying what mediation is, the mediator’s role, and what is expected of participants [21/21].
Mediators then work to establish an agenda that structures the conversation [21/21] around “areas of agreement,
disagreement, and action items” [Emma]. Together, expectation- and agenda-setting legitimize the mediation
process and build trust [21/21]. Mediators invest in explanations, co-design, and subtle environmental cues, such
as room-setup or even providing snacks.

Mediators expressed a need for drafting support when developing agendas, envisioning LLMs producing
an initial draft that they would review and refine [4/21]. As Emma notes, “these needs assessments take so long
... I would just take my raw notes and use ChatGPT to help summarize them.” These requests, particularly for
multi-stakeholder community mediation, motivated the design of our planning agent (§4.1).

3.2 Dispute Management

3.2.1 Sharing Grievances. Once agendas are set, mediation begins with parties sharing grievances to surface
underlying issues. As Kai describes, “the party that brought the complaint go[es] first... then the opening statement
of the other party” While many mediators prefer joint openings to help parties “learn how to communicate with
each other again” [Kai], others use shuttle diplomacy — “gofing] from one room to the other” — when parties are
uncomfortable sharing space [Sophie,Owen]. Caleb prefers initial private meetings to uncover deeper drivers
of conflict: “One person might say, ‘I need the temperature turned down,” but what they’re emotionally charged
about ... maybe their uncle passed away three years ago from pneumonia.” Mediation format varies by context:
small-claims [4/21] and workplace mediations [9/21] typically involve joint sessions, while family, divorce [7/21],
or business mediations [6/21]] more often use separate formats due to discomfort between parties. These initial
exchanges can be emotionally intense, requiring mediators to regulate both parties’ emotions and their own. As
Ethan explains, ‘T try and maintain a very calm posture, ... I don’t provoke emotion even higher.” Mae emphasizes
that mediators often encounter parties “at one of the lower points of their lives, and they do tend to fight the way
children fight. I need to make sure that I'm staying calm and that I'm not being dragged into their space.” Even with
preparation, mediators may be caught off guard as conflicts unfold gradually — “like an onion,” as Ivy describes
— highlighting the ongoing emotional labor of this stage.

Surfaced Needs. Mediators expressed a need for real-time support, including live note-taking and question

generation to help parties open up [10/21]. Zara notes, “If an app were to help me in real time with a bank of
different categories of questions and escalation techniques, it could be really helpful” Ivy similarly envisioned Al
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support for “creat[ing] summaries and synthesiz[ing] information,” as well as a “tone-meter” that could detect and
rephrase emotionally charged statements “screw you, you know you were supposed to pick up the kids ...” into
“BIFF ... brief; informative, friendly and firm ... [statemens, such as] ‘we need to talk. I thought you were picking up
our child...”

3.22 Facilitating Negotiation. After initial grievances are shared, mediators guide parties toward productive
dialogue and problem-solving. As Mike describes, mediation involves finding an “ebb and flow” and intervening
when needed to ask, “How do we get movement towards some kind of resolution?”

One tool mediators use to sustain dialogue is caucusing [13/21], in which they “speak with each side separately”
to ask challenging or reality-testing questions that are difficult to raise jointly [Juan]. As Mae notes, caucuses
allow parties to speak without “saving face” or “making some sort of admission ... in front of someone they don’t
trust.” These private exchanges support reality testing — e.g. Juan would ask questions like “Could you actually
pay this?” — and help avoid unrealistic agreements [61].

Mediators also use open-ended questioning [17/21] and looping [5/21] — reflecting and summarizing parties’
statements — to surface underlying interests[61]. As Ella explains using the orange story, a textbook mediation
parable, probing why parties want the same resource (e.g. the orange) can reveal different underlying needs (e.g.,
pulp vs. rind), enabling mutually satisfying solutions rather than simple compromise (e.g. split the orange in two).

When conversations stall, mediators adopt additional techniques [6/21], such as structured turn-taking tools
(e.g. a talking stick [Omar]) inspired by nonviolent communication[75], or visual aids that map issues and interests
to support negotiation [6/21]. As Kai explains, mediators often “write down the issues ... and the different interests”
to make points of contention visible. When challenges persist, mediators consult their community of practice for
guidance [5/21].

While mediators generally avoid prescribing solutions, some, such as business [6/21] and small-claims mediators

[4/21] are more directive due to court affiliations. Divorce [7/21] and workplace mediators [9/21] maintain a
facilitative role. Lacking decision-making authority, many focus on communication rather than agreement as a
success metric: “whether the parties can have a civil conversation... laugh together, cry together” [Ana]. “Success is
that the two people at the end ... can go back and have either a pleasant or neutral relationship” [Mae]. As Omar
emphasizes, “The mediator’s job is not to decide,” leaving solution-making largely to the parties.
Surfaced Needs. Mediators expressed interest in non-disruptive Al co-mediation that could support sessions
without taking over [16/21]. Kai envisions LLMs generating “a list of issues, and what interests are implicated in
each issue,” while Ivy wants real-time suggestions when parties reach an impasse. Others emphasized the value
of in-situ visualizations, particularly in complex cases such as asset division, to surface evolving positions and
points of contention [6/21]. As Grace notes, “visualizing information ... arguments, [and] the parties’ positions”
could clarify disputes. Ella describes Al-generated decision-tree visualizations that communicate likely outcomes
and risks: “they only have a 20 percent chance of winning at this particular stage.” These perspectives motivate the
design of our Visualization Agent (§4.2).

3.2.3 Converging. As mediation winds down, parties often reach a moment of convergence, shifting from
opposition to shared understanding and problem-solving. As Omar describes, “The problem solving is almost
done ... we’re working together.” Convergence does not necessarily mean formal closure. As Mike explains, it may
involve discussing “how do we want to move forward together,” a relational shift — “Hey, you want to walk back to
the office together?” — or a decision to return for another session. Reflecting mediation theory [61], Sophie, a
divorce mediator, resists pushing agreement, arguing that doing so “is overstepping ... Who am I to be telling them
how they should resolve their situation?”

Still, some mediators intervene when convergence risks producing unfair outcomes. Stephen recalled a case
where “the husband wanted the wife on the street,” prompting him to step in and “convince the husband” until
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they reached “a fair agreement.” At this step, business [6/21] and small-claims mediators [4/21]] are often more
directive, using reframing [Lia, Noah], reality-checking [11/21], or offering recommendations [6/21] to push
toward resolution.

Surfaced Needs. Mediators expressed interest in LLMs as co-mediators that could ground convergence through
reality testing [16/21]. Sophie believes Al could serve as a “second voice” in ways mediators cannot: “people
sometimes overestimate their situation and think they would do better in another process. As a mediator, I can’t tell
them otherwise ... but Al can give reality-testing probability. Al can do that. I can’t do that.” She even envisions a
future where mediators supervise Al-led sessions: “we won’t even have to be in the trenches anymore ... I would be
looking over transcripts... and be summoned only if there’s an issue.”

Others stressed that authority must remain with the parties. As Owen noted, Al may suggest options, but
“at the end of the day, only [the parties] can make the decision, unlike in court or arbitration,” which he saw as
central to mediation’s strength. Not all mediators welcomed Al recommendations: Lina described a case where
Al suggested a settlement number, which “became a bit of a problem” by anchoring the negotiation and stalling
progress.

These tensions informed the design of our Visualization Agent (§4.2).

3.3 Dispute Closure

3.3.1 Keeping Record & Drafting Agreements. Mediators, particularly in small-claims and business contexts,
often draft written agreements that can be sent to court to become legally binding [11/21]. Drawing on her legal
background, Ana often drafts “a legal document ... that can serve as the foundation for a divorce in court.” Not all
outcomes are formalized, however; some agreements simply document what occurred. As Mike notes, “we have a
template ... even if it says ... we talked ... everything’s resolved,” with copies shared with the parties. Mediators
emphasized that mediation outcomes are not binding unless formally reviewed, signed, or court-approved. As Ivy
recalled, one of her cases reopened a year later when “one of the spouses wasn’t able to review it with an attorney
yet, and so wasn’t willing to sign.”

Surfaced Needs. Mediators expressed interest in Al support for automating agreement drafting [8/21]. As Ivy
explains, drafting agreements can take “as long as seven hours,” especially in complex cases like co-owning a
house and deciding years later whether to sell or buy out. “You're writing these kinds of flowcharts,” adding that
the logical, programming-like nature of this work makes it well suited for Al assistance.

4 Design Exercise

In the previous section, we described the mediation workflow, key challenges, and participants’ initial ideas for
Al support. We now build on these insights by speculatively designing Al agents around three case studies to
examine how mediator struggles and unmet needs might be addressed.

Method: To select the cases, we collectively reviewed all interviews and coded the mediation cases that inter-
viewees described as particularly challenging. We then used a diagramming exercise to map the stakeholders,
relationships, conflicts, and issues involved in each case. From this pool, we selected cases that (1) varied in
problem type or workflow stage, (2) were described in enough detail to support design speculation, (3) recurred
across multiple interviews, and (4) captured especially challenging or instructive moments for mediators?.

The first two authors independently diagrammed each case, then discussed their analyses with the full author
team in a series of weekly meetings, through which we converged on a shared understanding of the mediators’
needs and the tensions at play. Following methods used in prior HCI work [22], we then sketched agent designs
to address those needs (§4). To keep these designs both grounded and forward-looking, we drew on speculative Al

2Sample diagramming artifacts appear in Appendix C; additional details are provided in Section A.2.
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Fig. 2. A Planning Agent helps mediators determine their strategy in a pre-mediation planning session, then monitors the
live mediation. If a mediator strays from the initial strategy, it privately alerts them to stay on track.

design [27, 96] and design fiction [11, 24, 72, 89]. Together, these approaches allowed us to imagine future agents
rooted in real practitioner challenges while extending beyond the capabilities of current systems—an important
property given that participants themselves speculated about capabilities that do not yet fully exist. Each case
study concludes with a critique of how the proposed design introduces additional human-agent alignment
challenges and points to directions for future research. Following work like Wyche’s, we treat these agent designs
not as prescriptions for systems to build, but as speculative artifacts intended to raise critical questions about
what Al co-mediation could look like.

4.1 Co-mediator Conflict

Case Description. Caleb, a school dispute mediator, was called in to defuse ongoing tensions between two
student groups, one Central American, the other Armenian, who were, as he put it, “frequently involved in violent
encounters.” The school’s administration asked Caleb to establish an informal peer-mediation panel to address
conflicts before they escalated further. To support this effort, Caleb brought in Jose, a junior co-mediator whom
he had mentored because of his shared cultural and linguistic background with one of the parties: the Central
American students. Caleb believed Jose’s background to be particularly beneficial for rapport-building. Over time,
this advantage impacted perceived neutrality: “They were speaking a little bit of Spanish slang with him on the
side,” Caleb recalled, “and he got caught up a little bit in the emotion of it and began doing something you are not
supposed to do in a mediation: He was judging them by saying you shouldn’t say that or why did you guys do that?
You know that is wrong.” Caleb reported that Jose’s actions undermined his efforts: “Tt polluted the open space that
we wanted to promote,” the Armenian students withdrew, and the mediation stalled.

Despite trusting Jose’s intentions and shared background with one group, Caleb saw the shift as a decision
made on the fly, one that went against the mediation principle of regulating one’s emotions and maintaining
neutrality. To recover the space, he stepped in “innocuously cutting [Jose] off a little bit and then redirecting the
whole room conversation away from that.”
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The Planning Agent Design. The agent (Fig. 2) helps mediators prepare an agenda and determine their strategy
in a pre-mediation planning session. It accesses a repository of past cases and all the gathered information to
help mediators:

(1) Review case materials and similar past cases,
(2) Agree on key strategies such as tone, language and the main issues to focus on, and
(3) Clarify each party’s goals and sensitivities

The agent monitors ensuing mediations and if a mediator strays from the plan or strategy, it privately alerts
them to stay on track. This design is motivated by the following surfaced needs:

In §3.1.3, we find mediators requesting support with agenda setting and pre-mediation planning. By compiling
and summarizing all case materials, this agent reduces the administrative burden of preparing for mediation.
When a case requires specialized knowledge, such as expert input in complex financial disagreements, the agent
can gather and break down that information, saving mediators the invisible work of sourcing and interpreting it.
By connecting the case to similar past ones, especially when the mediator’s experience offers no clear playbook,
the agent brings in strategies and insights from the broader community of practice. This reduces the need for the
mediator to improvise when there are gaps in their framework.

We also find in §3.2.1 mediators requesting features for live monitoring and emotional regulation through

subtle agent notifications (i.e. non-disruptive co-mediation). An agreed-upon strategy, co-developed with the
agent, reduces the need for decision-making on the fly. This is complemented by the agent’s live monitoring
and notification system, which can prompt mediators when emotional regulation or course correction is needed,
possibly minimizing the invisible work of actively self-monitoring. In this case, it might also highlight how others
emphasized neutrality in ethnic conflict situations, based on past behavior across other cases, which could help
guide Jose.
Human-Agent Alignment Challenge: Prioritization. This agent aims to enforce a shared vision, but its rigid
adherence to the pre-mediation plan actively conflicts with the fluid nature of the session. In our case study,
the agent flags Jose’s use of Spanish slang as a deviation from the agreed-upon neutrality rules. However, this
deviation was a necessary improvisation to build rapport—a critical step the agent misinterprets as a failure. This
is the conflict between a rule-aligned agent vs. an outcome-aligned agent.

This operational misalignment transforms the agent from a support tool into a source of friction. By issuing
notifications to "get back on track" during delicate moments, the agent could interrupt the mediators’ flow, forcing
them to expend cognitive effort ignoring or managing the tool rather than the parties. As we further note in
the discussion about "Prioritization Challenge for Agents" in (§5), the agent could act as an additional, inflexible
stakeholder in the room, requiring the mediators to constantly "work around" it to implement their evolving
strategies.

4.2 Mediation Advocacy and Conflict of Interest

Case Description. Noah, a senior business mediator, describes cases derailed by mediation advocates, lawyers,
who remained entrenched in a litigation mindset. In one such case, he described a lawyer who was there to
posture rather than build agreement. “If you get the impression that the lawyer is still in litigation or arbitration
mode,” he explained, “then you’ve got to understand that the dynamics change.” Rather than confronting the lawyer,
Noah shifted focus from party proxies to the actual decision-makers — the CEO and CFO. Advocates “can act
as a significant detriment,” so instead “you may look at who else will be in the room for that party... If the CEO
and the CFO is there, you focus on them to see who is more reasonable and really try to keep [the advocates] in the
background.” This re-centering on decision-makers was critical to keeping the mediation on track.
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Fig. 3. A Visualization Agent visualizes and models possible solutions, bargaining zones, and trade-off scenarios voiced only
by the key stakeholders in the room, preventing obstruction by other parties.

Several interviewees [Grace, Owen, Lina, Noah] reported similar experiences with obstructive mediation
advocates. While advocacy is common in multi-party business mediation [45, 62, 76, 88], advocates can disrupt
the process when they lack incentives to reach resolution or pursue competing objectives, such as prolonging
conflict; advocates are compensated per minute!

The Visualization Agent Design. The agent (Fig. 3) tracks all case data and live mediation sessions to map
out the key issues in dispute. These issues might range from financial or contractual disagreements in business
mediations, to asset divisions in divorce cases, to workplace concerns such as after-hours communication and
even personal feelings, such as not feeling appreciated or respected. Beyond mapping the main disputes, the
agent’s key function is to illustrate a zone of possible agreement (ZOPA). This includes points where parties have
already converged, helping avoid reopening settled issues. And, for each dispute, it suggests a point that is most
likely to fall within the ZOPA, addresses the parties’ concerns, and moves them closer to agreement.

The design of this agent is influenced by Noah who explains “the whole essence of mediation is to get the parties
at the zone of possible agreement. One party’s over here, and the other party’s over there, they’re literally off the
wazoo! You’ve got to work out how to get them into convergence.” He adds that the ZOPA is “a magnet pulling
them towards the center. It becomes a voice of reason” and elaborates how an LLM or Al model can define for
each party, “the point in the zone of possible agreement which is closest to [the party].” The agent reduces the
influence of adversarial advocates by visually highlighting their positions as outliers. Inspired by visualization
work that supports fairness in group collaboration [58], it promotes cooperation by continuously displaying
progress toward the zone of agreement. Its suggestions expand the space of possible resolutions without exerting
pressure, as parties and mediators may choose to ignore them, using the visualization solely as a negotiation
aid. Mediators requested Al assistance to generate real-time visualizations to support understanding of complex
mediation cases. Some mediators like Ella describe decision-tree visualizations that can help a party determine
its chances of success if it forgoes mediation, for example, and goes to court (§3.2.2).

Steering toward success without agency may be aided by transparently presenting data on the positions
held by all parties involved. Noah can’t remove adversarial advocates from the room, nor openly question their
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motives without undermining the trust he has built. When such advocates seek to derail rather than resolve
the dispute, the mediator’s lack of enforcement power becomes especially constraining. The visualization agent
serves as an additional neutral third party that shows through simple visuals the most extraordinary (potentially
adversarial) stances without directly calling them out. Visualizing this data allows the mediator to encourage
more constructive communication while still preserving thier role as a non-enforcing facilitator.

Human-Agent Alignment Challenge: Pluralism. This agent aims to support the group by neutralizing bias
through data transparency. However, in practice, its inability to discern intent can validate obstructionism. In
our case study, when the adversarial lawyer postures with an extreme demand , the agent faithfully maps this
data point, visually expanding the distance between the parties and shrinking the Zone of Possible Agreement
(ZOPA). Instead of exposing the obstruction, the visualization legitimizes it, presenting the lawyer’s bad-faith
tactic as a valid constraint equal to the principals’ needs. The mediator is then left with a difficult choice: allow
the visualization to anchor the negotiation in failure, or manually intervene to exclude the lawyer’s input. The
latter action, however, requires the mediator to visibly "take sides" against a participant, effectively forcing them
to break the very neutrality the agent was designed to preserve. We discuss further as a Pluralistic challenge in
"Who to align with ?" (§5).

4.3 Pursuit of Faster Outcomes over Prescribed Process

Case Description. Ana, a divorce mediator,may take on a case even when there are signs of domestic violence
or harassment, instead of pursuing legal recourse, if the affected party makes a clear decision to proceed. For
Ana, the question is not whether mediation is theoretically appropriate but whether it serves the individual’s
goals and can be done safely. She describes clients who knowingly give up potential legal advantages to exit a
harmful relationship more quickly and with less emotional cost. She describes that a client, a target of domestic
violence, may say to her T don’t care if I'm giving up some things that I would otherwise be able to get in court... |
want to get out of this marriage. And it is worth it to me to forego certain so-called rights if I can avoid what will be a
long, drawn-out, inflammatory process that will keep me married to this person much longer. It’s worth it to me to
get the hell out of here.” In these cases, Ana sets aside rigid adherence to mediation models in favor of what she
sees as ethical responsiveness. Her goal is to help people make empowered, strategic exits, even if that means
stepping outside standard procedural expectations.

Leo, Ethan, and Sophie also deviate from standard mediation protocols and accept domestic violence or sexual
harassment cases if they believe mediation may empower the victims and lead to better outcomes.

The Screening Agent Design. The agent evaluates whether a case is suitable for mediation by conducting private
pre-mediation interviews and analyzing both structured inputs, such as intake forms, case history, and legal
records, and unstructured signals when available, including vocal tone, facial expressions, and hesitation. Using
this data, it produces a risk assessment that highlights concerns related to safety or power imbalances, particularly
focusing on the risk of intimate partner violence (IPV). It continues to assess the risk during mediation sessions.
If any risk indicators exceed a set threshold, the agent immediately alerts the mediators to stop the process to
prevent further harm.

In §3.1.2, mediators expressed interest in Al for assessing case-mediation fit. They envisioned agents meeting
with parties before mediation, analyzing profiles and conflict styles, and synthesizing verbal and non-verbal
cues into risk assessments. Drawing on past cases involving intimate partner violence, the agent’s screening
could relieve mediators from making subjective judgment calls, like those described by Ana, shifting the decision
from personal discretion to algorithmic evaluation. Such an agent alleviates the mediator’s need for processing
extensive case-specific knowledge and the often invisible emotional labor involved in identifying red flags during
client intake. In situations where mediators cannot turn away cases assigned by their employers even when they
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Fig. 4. A Screening Agent screens and evaluates cases’ fit for mediation, which is particularly crucial when cases may involve
intimate partner violence (IPV).

believe them unfit, the agent offers an independent assessment that can validate the mediators’ intuition and
empower them to decline or refer the case to someone with more experience.

Our speculative design assumes AI/ML performance that exceeds current IPV screening tools, which show

sensitivity rates as low as 30% [73]. We also assume adherence to Fair-ML principles [77] to mitigate risks of
disadvantaging protected groups, as documented in automated screening systems for hiring [34] or credit scoring
[79, 110]. A potential side-effect of the agent’s design is that it may inadvertently shift emotional labor onto the
parties, increasing their internal stress, and undermining trust and transparency in an already fragile mediation
context.
Human-Agent Alignment Challenges: Operational Roles. This agent is designed to prioritize safety by
identifying risk, but in practice, its risk aversion can actively endanger the very parties it aims to protect. In
our case study, the agent correctly identifies high IPV markers and, following its safety protocol, signals to
terminate the mediation. However, this strictly compliant response blocks the victim’s only viable exit strategy—a
quick, mediated settlement that avoids a drawn-out court battle. The agent thus inadvertently fails at its role as a
‘guardian’ [14] of the victim in its attempt to align with its assigned task.

Furthermore, the agent’s reliance on observable cues leads to dangerous misjudgments in real-time. A sophisti-
cated abuser may present as calm and rational, while a traumatized victim may appear incoherent or hostile.
By flagging the victim’s behavior as "unstable" or the abuser’s as "cooperative,’ the agent inadvertently aligns
with the aggressor. This forces the mediator to not only manage the delicate human dynamics but also expend
invisible labor overriding the system’s safety alerts to protect the victim. Perhaps we should align Al agents with
a human-forward rather than a tech-forward value system, as we discuss the "Appropriate role of agents" (§5).

5 Discussion

Our design process intended to address mediators’ immediate needs and underlying struggles. Yet the very
challenges we sought to ease reappeared in new forms: The need to align with agents adds to the burden of
mediators’ invisible work; the private notifications or conflict visualizations can act as constraining frameworks
that the mediators have to improvise around; and the seemingly objective voice of the agent may further erode
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the limited agency mediators have. This section goes beyond design specifics and examines the broader difficulties
of integrating Al into mediation and human-centered work at large through three fundamental questions: what
is the role (and status) of Al in human-centered mediation work? which values and priorities should agents align
with? and how should alignment evolve in the absence of a strict and universal value hierarchy?

Appropriate Role of Agents in Mediation Workflows. Mediation poses a unique challenge for Al integration
because it is fundamentally human-centered. Domains with clearly defined goals and a contained universe of
actions, such as chess or classification tasks, are more amenable to Al integration. Mediation is not one of those
domains. Lina makes this contrast by distinguishing adjudication, where the task is to decide between claims, from
mediation, where the task is to build trust, manage emotion, and support mutual understanding: ‘T don’t believe a
machine can replace the process. There is a significant human element: emotion, understanding, and trust-building.I
think it is so much easier to have Al issue a judgment, deciding who is right and wrong based on a vast amount of
evidence [the Al] can sift through ... I don’t think Al could replace mediators. But I think Al can replace judges.”

Our proposed agent designs therefore attempt to scaffold a mediator’s workflow, rather than replace mediators.
The planning agent (Figure 2) helps Jose align with Caleb’s prefered value of strict impartiality, while the
visualization agent (Figure 3) relieves mediators like Noah of the burden of persuading parties by offloading
some of that work to a real-time, dynamically updating visualization. However, these benefits are not neutral.
Agentic scaffolds are not passive tools: they perceive, recommend, flag, or intervene, and they exercise a degree
of autonomy within the mediation process. In doing so, they inevitably redistribute judgment, authority, and
persuasion within an otherwise human-driven process.

This shift elevates the agent from a tool, an instrument mediators use to support specific tasks, to a quasi-
collaborator embedded in the interactional dynamics of the session. This new status introduces an information
asymmetry [49] between the mediator and the agent: the agent may act on latent model inferences, training
assumptions, or hidden prioritizations that the mediator cannot fully inspect or anticipate.

It also raises a role ambiguity problem. Recent agentic Al frameworks propose taxonomies that distinguish
agent types [52, 65]. For example, Kruhse-Lehtonen and Hofmann distinguishes roles such as assistant, analyst,
tasker, orchestrator, and guardian. Although these roles are more clearly mapped onto enterprise workflows with
relatively clear end goals, such as marketing [3, 52], they are harder to apply to mediation. It remains unclear, for
example, whether our planning agent should behave like an ‘orchestrator’ by instantiating a mediation plan to
follow, or like a ‘guardian’ by flagging a mediator’s deviations from that plan.

This role ambiguity is not just a technical design problem; it is also a mediation-theory problem. Mediators may
act differently depending on their theoretical orientation. For example, a facilitative mediator may place greater
emphasis on party protection and fairness, while a transformative mediator may prioritize self-determination and
empowerment [14]. An Al agent designed to support either approach will inevitably reflect that mediator’s value
system, shaping its behavior accordingly while giving less weight to the values of other models and practitioners.
Prior work on conflict-coaching agents [13] and agent-based negotiation modeling [26, 57] raises a similar
concern: whose interests does an agent represent, especially when its role shifts over the course of a session?

The role-and-interpretation problem becomes especially acute when parties strategically perform cooperation
or conceal harmful dynamics. As the case studies show, agents face the same interpretive challenges as mediators:
differentiating between good-faith and bad-faith actors in emotionally charged sessions where actions may
be covert and intent is difficult to read. An agent must, for example, discern that Jose’s rapport-building was
misguided but not malicious, and that the lawyers in Noah’s case were adversarial without generalizing this
behavior to all mediation advocates.

An agent must also navigate "oppression story" situations where the informality and consensuality of mediation
is leveraged by a stronger party to manipulate a weaker one [16]. Ivy’s case illustrates the stakes of this challenge.
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She describes an experience in which she was initially misled: ‘T once had a 30-minute session. It seemed to go
quite well, and then I got a message from the husband that said, ‘No, my wife is verbally abusive. We can’t do
this together” I wouldn’t have noticed that unless he shared it with me.” A pre-existing power imbalance favoring
the stronger party had underpinned the mediation all along. This pivotal disclosure depended on trust in a
transformative mediator’s ability to receive emotionally complex information, manage power imbalance, and
avoid escalating harm [16]. That kind of trust may not extend to an Al agent, especially one whose role, data
access, and intervention logic remain unclear. Even if future agents become more capable and less brittle, greater
autonomy does not automatically grant them the discernment, empathy, or moral accountability expected of
human mediators.

Prioritization Challenge for Agents in Mediation Workflows. Even when all human participants engage
in good faith, agents face fundamental difficulties in prioritizing conflicting values. In the first case study,
both co-mediators value the children’s future success. However, Caleb emphasizes impartiality while Jose
prioritizes informal rapport-building. Which approach is correct? If an agent encodes both value systems within
its constitution [71], it must still choose which to enact in practice, and privileging either produces behavioral
misalignment [101]. It is unclear whether requiring a mediator to make such alignment micro-decisions would
simplify or complicate their workflow. Further research is needed to understand the impact of this additional
layer on invisible work in the mediator process. Beyond detecting or managing conflicts among users [? ], agents
must develop a meta-skill to prioritize values based on context dynamically.

Our design exercise assumes agents are built in service of successful mediation, but it overlooks incentive

structures shaping real-world deployment. Thus, real agent designs may reflect the incentives of builders and
buyers, rather than the needs of multiple values and parties in a dispute. For example, agents evaluated through
mediator satisfaction scores may align with mediators’ decisions, while agents priced per agreement may optimize
for rapid case closure by favoring those best positioned to decide quickly. Lastly, the feedback and preferences of
high-paying power-user mediators may be overrepresented in agents’ subsequent training data. In each case,
agents risk implicit alignment with funders or frequent users rather than with the diverse needs of all parties in
the mediation room.
Who to align with? Research on Al alignment envisions systems that can align with multiple human values [81].
Bidirectional [83] and pluralistic alignment [87] extend this goal beyond reward-function specification during
training. However, our case studies show that mediation poses a harder problem than simply aggregating or
balancing multiple preferences. Mediation is an evolving process in which parties’ positions, relationships, and
understandings may change over time. As Leo explains, parties “..are initially fixed in their positions but if the
mediation is working well, you begin to see a change.” Because parties’ goals are malleable, an agent that treats
early stated preferences as stable objectives may preserve or optimize for positions that the mediation process is
meant to transform, especially since mediation can be more of a transformative rather than a conflict-settlment
process [14]. This would reward positions that are more legible, convenient, or confident, especially when one
party is more well-equipped to frame outcomes that favor them as mutually desirable. [14]

This creates a particular risk in multiparty conflict resolution: an agent may appear to support a pluralistic
group goal while actually privileging the narrative of one party. For example, in the visualization agent (Figure 3),
an agent could foreground a lawyer-preferred quick cash settlement and present it as the most successful outcome
for the group, even if this primarily reflects the priorities of the most powerful actors. This risk echoes broader
concerns about post-training alignment methods such as RLHF, which can be vulnerable to alignment-faking,
where models appear aligned to receive rewards while retaining prior biases [40]. In mediation, such risks are
especially consequential because Al systems can reinforce bias or exhibit sycophantic behavior toward one group
member, potentially distorting social dynamics in contexts where existing power imbalances already favor one
party further impeding mediation’s intended goals of justice, repair, and mutual benefit [16, 47].
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The question, then, is not only whose values an agent should align with, but also what role the agent is
authorized to play in the mediation process. Pluralistic alignment research must grapple with how agent roles
shape human-focused processes such as mediation [52, 65]. Even seemingly minor design choices can shift
negotiation dynamics. For example, recent work shows that assigning an Al agent a personality profile consistent
with Big Five traits can measurably affect simulated bargaining and job negotiation outcomes [23]. In simulated
job negotiations, human digital-twin candidates configured with high agreeableness and extraversion showed
higher transactivity with their Al recruiter: they more often responded to, elaborated on, and built from the
recruiter’s reasoning rather than merely exchanging offers.

Addressing these challenges requires alignment methods that move beyond binary human feedback [17] and can
represent evolving interpersonal relationships, role-specific obligations, and shifting stakeholder values. Methods
that model complex dynamics through structures such as annotated graphs [12] may offer one promising direction,
but mediation also exposes a deeper affordance problem: agents can only align with the values, relationships, and
signals they are able to perceive and represent. Work in Physical Al offers a useful analogy [59, 85]. Robots and
autonomous vehicles must align safety across stakeholders in dynamic environments, but they remain bounded
by their sensing and actuation affordances. As Sitti observes, a single agent can only perform well within the
task space enabled by its physical affordances, such as sensing, walking, or driving. Mediation agents face a
similar ceiling [85]. A visualization agent that has been granted the affordance of mapping stated positions can
help structure explicit claims. However, it cannot reliably process invisible or interactional signals such as tone,
hesitation, coercion, bad faith, or body language.

Without addressing these fundamental research questions, the proposed co-mediation Al agents may be
unworkable. This does not mean that Al agents have no role in supporting mediators. Prior work in creative
writing shows that narrowly-scoped edits avoid the alignment failures associated with higher-level decisions
such as choosing an overall style [21]. Perhaps our design misstep was in asking agents to screen for risk, rather
than using them to support mediators in doing so. For example, it may be suited to answer questions like: “Show
me any evidence of coercion or lack thereof between the parties in this session.” Similarly, instead of allowing a
visualization agent to downplay adversarial voices, a better design might focus on responding to specific “what-if”
questions, such as, “What if party A doesn’t accept these terms?” There may also be value in deploying agents
outside of live mediation. For instance, to simulate party behavior in advance, thereby helping mediators prepare
and build expertise and address their underlying struggle to improvise due to gaps in their training frameworks.

6 Limitations & Conclusion

Our work has several limitations. Although the same three core challenges emerged across all 21 professional
mediators we interviewed (16 in the United States and 5 in the United Arab Emirates), future work should include
mediators from a broader range of locations, cultures, and levels of Al fluency, as well as additional stakeholders
such as legal authorities to account for differences in laws and regulations. Consistent with HCI’s long tradition of
using speculative design fiction to explore complex sociotechnical interventions before implementation [48, 105],
our agent designs are intentionally speculative and have not been empirically tested. We, therefore, invite future
work to validate and extend these findings through real prototypes deployed with mediators.

Despite these limitations, our speculative designs suggest that, even with Al agents, mediators may still need
to manage invisible labor, steer without agency, and improvise around gaps in theoretical frameworks, albeit
in new ways. Ultimately, intractable human-agent alignment challenges can undermine the entire endeavor of
creating effective co-mediator agents.
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7 Generative Al Usage Statement

We did not use generative Al to produce this manuscript. A large language model was occasionally used for
assistance with formatting, and summarizing drafts, and all its outputs were critically reviewed, substantially
edited, or removed by the authors.
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A Additional Research Method Details
A.1  Interview Study

A.1.1 Interview Guide. We utilized a semi-structured interview approach to learn about the mediators’ work. We
developed a comprehensive interview script (Appendix B) focused on the following main themes: (1) mediator’s
background; (2) tasks and processes in mediation; (3) challenges faced in mediation; and (4) potential solutions
and the role of Al in mediation. In our treatment of (3) and (4), we were motivated by the following questions:

o What are the current challenges in mediation that can be resolved using AI?

e What parts of the current process require human expertise and should not be replaced by AI?

e What are some solutions that have been tried already that have failed or succeeded? Give an example of a
technology success and one technology failure.

Interviews lasted on average about 60 minutes, and written consent was obtained from the interviewees. We
obtained IRB approval under our institution’s exempt category for our interview study.

A.1.2  Participants. To recruit mediation experts, we cold-emailed individuals listed in well-known directories
such as mediate.com, the American Arbitration Association [6], the Association for Conflict Resolution [33], and
government directories of court-affiliated mediation programs. We also reached out to law school professors at
our institution who teach mediation. In addition, we partnered with a local mediation organization that handles
business and startup-related disputes. This organization referred mediators to our study.

This initial outreach produced our first set of interviewees. We then used snowball sampling [25], asking
participants to refer expert colleagues. This approach helped ensure that all participants had relevant expertise. We
continued recruiting through referrals and directory searches until we reached theoretical saturation, i.e., no new
themes or insights emerged in our coding, and repeated patterns became clear [80].

We interviewed 21 professional mediators with experience across a range of domains. Participants specialized
in Workplace Conflicts (9 mediators), Family or Divorce Disputes (7), Business Disputes (6), and Small Claims
Court (4), with some working in more specialized areas such as Tribal-Federal Government Disputes (1), School
and Community Conflicts (3), Institutional Disputes (1), and Labor Conflicts (1). All but one mediator worked
across multiple domains, highlighting their multidisciplinary experience.

They had an average of 13.6 years of professional mediation experience (SD = 11.1), ranging from 1 to 38 years.
All were certified or worked in a professional mediation role, and many held additional qualifications: 6 were
lawyers or barristers, 2 were judges, 2 led mediation or ADR centers, and several were educators or researchers
with advanced degrees (MSc or PhD) in conflict resolution. 11 of the 21 mediators were female and 10 were male.
16 of our mediators operate in the United States of America and 5 in the United Arab Emirates. Table 1 provides
an anonymized overview of participants’ credentials and experience.
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A.1.3  Data Collection and Analysis. We conducted interviews over a 10-month period (May 2024 to February
2025). Of the 21 participants, only one declined to be recorded; for that session, we relied on detailed notes taken
during the interview. For all others, we transcribed the Zoom recordings. We also included notes from a day-long
mediation training two of the authors attended, provided by a local mediation organization.

After each interview, primary author coded the transcript in an exploratory and eclectic manner using Atlas.ti.
They wrote and shared analytic memos summarizing early patterns. The memos guided weekly group discussions
and shaped our analysis. Through several rounds of collaborative refinement (merging overlaps and removing
duplicates), we reduced this set and grouped the codes into three themes through affinity diagramming, using
an abductive approach [92]. We chose abductive coding, which combines deductive and inductive reasoning, to
test ideas from mediation theories identified in our literature review (deductive) and to uncover gaps between
mediation practice and technology use based on our data (inductive) [97].

After creating the initial codebook, the primary author applied it to all 21 interviews, including those originally
used to create it, and refined the codes as new patterns emerged. Once all interviews were analyzed, the team
discussed the findings and finalized the themes and insights presented in this document. The final codebook used
for this paper is available in Appendix D.

A.2  Speculative Design

After several rounds of discussion, we selected three mediation case studies that included rich details, involved
multiple stakeholders, and were described by interviewees as particularly challenging or meaningful learning
experiences. The first two authors used diagramming to map out the key stakeholders, their interests, motivations,
and relationships (See Appendix C).

This gave us a more detailed and case-specific view of the needs and struggles of mediators, as uncovered
in our interviews (§3). Similar to the methods employed by past HCI studies [22], we then sketched out agent
designs that could address those needs (§4). To keep these designs grounded, but forward-looking, we used ideas
from speculative Al design[27, 96] and design fiction [11, 24, 72, 89]. Leveraged as a form of what-if analysis,
speculative design is “a form of design that thrives on imagination and aims to open up new perspectives on ...
to create spaces for discussion and debate” [28]. Similarly, design fiction embeds the speculative design artifact
within a fictional world, becoming “totems through which a larger story can be told” [10]. These helped us imagine
future agents who still responded to the real challenges of the interviews and had the capabilities suggested
by the mediators. In doing so, we found that aligning an agent with certain stakeholders or values often meant
sidelining others, even when the design prioritized mediation success or reflected the mediator’s perspective (§5).

B Mediator Interview Script

The following is the script for our semi-structured interview with professional mediators. Each interview was
scheduled for about an hour, and written consent was obtained from the interviewees.

B.1 Grounding Questions (for interviewer)

o What are the current challenges in mediation that can be resolved using AI?
e What parts of the current process require human expertise and should not be replaced by AI?
e What are some solutions known to have been tried already that have failed or succeeded?

B.2 Background

Intent: These questions are designed to learn about the interviewee’s background and experience in the field of
mediation.
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e Would love to know more about your motivation, training, and background as a mediator.
e What are the kinds of cases you take on? Are there special parameters that define them?

B.3 Tasks and Processes

Intent: Our objective with these questions is to gain a thorough understanding of the procedural details in a
mediator’s practice. We aim for the interviewee to describe, in-depth, each step typically involved in mediating
group conflicts. This detailed understanding will enable our research solutions to reflect the realities of a mediator’s
work more accurately.

e How do you prepare for a mediation session?

e Walk me through a typical mediation session, you can use the last session you held as an example. Possible
follow-ups:
— How does the session typically end?
— What happens in the middle, especially when there is little to no progress?
- How many sessions usually happen?

e What are some techniques that you use during the session and why?

e When do you think your work is “done” in a situation? Who decides?

e What are the metrics or ways to measure the success of a session?

o Tell me about your most successful mediation case. What steps did you actively take as a mediator to enable
this success?

o [s there a set of theories or books you draw inspiration from when carrying out your mediation work?

B.4 Challenges

Intent: Group conflicts involve challenging conversations, meaning that mediating them might present unique
challenges. With these questions, we want to elucidate the difficulties in assisting groups in resolving their
conflicts, especially when the involved parties are at odds with the process the mediator delineates.

e Give me an example of a challenging mediation situation from your experience as a mediator. Why was it
challenging?Looking back now - how would you manage this challenge alternatively today?

e What are other challenges you encounter when meditating?

e How do you go about solving challenge X? If you can’t solve challenge X, what do you think is missing or
needed to be able to solve it?
— Talk to me more about this missing piece. Could you realize yourself entirely as a mediator?

B.5 Solutions

Intent: We want to understand the limits and possibilities of tools that can support mediation. We seek to engage
our interviewees in discussions that will reveal how existing tools might be improved and what new tools could
assist mediators. We can then use our interviewees’ answers to directly motivate the solutions we can design.

e What tools do you use to help with your mediation work?
- For preparation
— During the process
— For concluding the process
e What are some improvements you would like to see in tools or processes that you already use?
o There is a lot of conversation about Al assisting or aiding humans. What are the parts of the mediation
process that could benefit from AI?
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o Similarly, what should we tell Al designers about mediation - what parts can or should not replace humans

by AI?

e Give an example of a tool or technology that you are aware of - either personal experience or based on
knowledge from others, that has been helpful at mediation.

o Give an example of a tool or technology that you are aware of - either personal experience or based on
knowledge from others, that has been tried and turned out not to be helpful at mediation.

o If you could imagine a tool that would make your life easier as a mediator, what would it do? Even if it
seems magical or you feel you haven’t fleshed it out, we would like to hear your thoughts.

B.6 Additional Question Bank (If time permits)

e How would you define mediation?

e What is the role of a mediator in the mediation process?

e What does a mediator need to do to accomplish their goals in the process and help the parties?

e What are some common misconceptions and expectations mediation participants have of the mediator?
e How can we explain to Al designers what part of your job should Al not take over?

C Diagramming
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Fig. 5. Stakeholder needs, tensions and values in a divorce mediation case involving a husband who is disengaged from the
mediation. This diagram maps the conflicting desires, tensions, and values each party considers throughout the mediation

process.

D Codebook



MedAlting with the Mediators FAccT ’26, June 25-28, 2026, Montreal, Canada

Peace

Administration fEnd Confiict

Tension
Jose wants to correct

P 3 the behaviour of the
cace ElSalvadorean kids Culture
while Caleb wants to
L remain impartial
Impartiality
Kids Future
Kids Future
J Good Behaviour
Provide mediation
isupport to students
Jose supports the
ElSalvadorean kids
~ and the kids talk to
him in slang
Loyalty
) Central i
. Armenian : UETED
Justice American
Students Tension
Constant fights over Students
< loyalty and group
allegiance Loyalty

Armenian Teacher
provides support to
the kids

Armenian
Teacher

N

Support

Fig. 6. Stakeholder needs, tensions and values in a school mediation case. The lead mediator and the co-mediator disagree
on the approach to solve the conflicts between both of the student groups.



FAccT 26, June 25-28, 2026, Montreal, Canada

Junior Francisco Garcia Ayala, Pauline Wee, Azza Abouzied, and Nitesh Goyal

Alias  Domains of Expertise Credentials E:;:iise(r)ie

1 Juan Small Claims Court Certified Mediator 9

2 Lia Small Claims Court Certified Mediator
Community Disputes

3 Kai Small Claims Court Certified Mediator , 1
Student Conflicts Law student

4 Mae Small Claims Court ADR Specialist, Lawyer 3
Workplace Conflicts

5 Zoe Workplace Conflicts Certified Mediator , 5

PhD in Conflict Resolution
6 Zara Workplace Conflicts ADR Specialist 4
Ella Workplace Conflicts Certified Mediator 30

Business Disputes Law Professor

8 Mike Workplace Conflicts Judge, Founder of ADR center 38
Family or Divorce Disputes

9 Omar  Workplace Conflicts Lawyer, Mediation Educator, 28
Family or Divorce Disputes Conflict Resolution Assoc.
Labor Disputes Member

10 Ivy Workplace Conflicts Certified Mediator 23
Family or Divorce Disputes

11 Ana Family or Divorce Disputes Certified Mediator 28

12 Leo Family or Divorce Disputes Certified Mediator , Lawyer 16

13 Emma  Tribal vs. Federal Government Certified Mediator , 15
Disputes, Institutional and Mediation Coach,
Community Disputes Conflict Resolution Faculty

14 Stephen Family or Divorce Disputes Certified Mediator 2
Business Disputes

15 Ethan  Workplace Conflicts Certified Mediator 2

16 Sophie = Workplace Conflicts Certified Mediator 15
Family or Divorce Disputes CEO of Mediation Organization

17 Noah  Business Disputes Certified Mediator , Barrister 17

18  Grace Business Disputes Certified Mediator , Barrister 2

19 Owen Business Disputes Certified Mediator , Barrister 12
Community Disputes

20 Lina Business Disputes Certified Mediator , Barrister 17

21  Caleb  School and Community Disputes M.S. in Negotiation and PeaceBuilding 18

Table 1. Expertise and credentials of professional mediators interviewed in our study. Participants have been assigned
anonymized aliases to protect their personal identifiable information.
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Table 2. The following codebook was used to analyze the 21 mediator interviews presented in this paper. The authors
developed this codebook after multiple rounds of exploratory and eclectic coding to familiarize themselves with the data.
Through analytic memo discussion sessions, the authors discussed and consolidated the eclectic codes, refining them
collaboratively to arrive at the version presented here. The table includes the following for each code: the code name, the
description of the code, example quote(s), and a reference to where in our paper it was used.

Code Description Example Quote(s) Section
Workflow: Codes on the various tasks in a mediator’s workflow.
Dispute Preparation
Gathering Various methods mediators use to ‘I begin by gathering information about the particular case ~ 3.1.1
Information gather information about an incoming in question.”
mediation case; typically through pre-
filled forms
Determining Fit Mediators assess whether a case is ap- “We don’t deal with family disputes.... in terms of our ju-  3.1.2
propriate for mediation given its com- risdiction through the courts, it is limited to commercial
plexity, context, and the parties’ willing- and civil matters”
ness to participate.
Setting Mediators explain the mediation pro- “Once I understand the issue, I set the agenda, and I estab- ~ 3.1.3.
Expectations and cess and align with the parties on the lish ground rules, before the mediation even begins.”
Agenda agenda to follow for the mediation ses-
sion(s).
Dispute Management
Sharing Parties begin expressing concerns ‘I like to have the party that brought the complaint go  3.2.1
Grievances through opening statements, while first, but it could be the other side. After that, you have
mediators work to uncover deeper the opening statement of the other party. And then the
underlying issues. mediation itself begins”
Facilitating Mediators leverage one or more tools “You want to ask open-ended questions; you don’t want to  3.2.2
Negotiation in their toolkit to unpack the conflict, be judgmental in your questions. You start off being very
dispute, or grievance, enabling them to open-ended: ‘Tell me more about the situation.”;
explore and craft options for resolution. “Icreate a safe environment, it is very important, or else they
would not want to divulge information to you... I believe
all parties need different strategies to get them to open up
all right”
Steering Techniques to nudge and assist parties “The problem solving is almost done, now we’re working ~ 3.2.3

to Convergence

toward resolution by highlighting com-
mon ground, reality-checking, and of-
fering recommendations.

2, €

together ... We’re not working against one another.”; T've
had a case like that where the husband wanted the wife
on the street, did not want her to get anything from him....
And I believe that I tried my best to convince the husband,
and came to a fair agreement between both of them.”
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Table 2. Continued

Code Description Example Quote(s) Section
Dispute Closure
Finalizing Parties reconcile towards a final plan of “If we do reach an agreement, we offer multiple ways to  3.3.1
Agreement action, crafted by the mediator. Since memorialize that agreement for cases that are not in small
this is non-binding, it remains up to the claims court... It could just be an oral agreement, it could
parties to adhere. be a partial agreement or a full agreement. It could be that
they agree to mediate again... So there’s a very broad range
of possible outcomes. ”
Collecting Mediators gather feedback on their per- “We send out to each party 10 question survey through  3.3.1
Feedback formance from the parties to enhance surveymonkey to get feedback.”
their skills.
Struggles: Codes on the different challenges a mediator faces.
Improvisation through framework gaps
Communities of Mediators rely on their colleagues for “If I anticipate a case will be particularly challenging for 3
Practice guidance and expertise. any reason, 1 like to consult with my colleagues.”
Decision- Mediators make impromptu decisions “Sometimes I'll break rules if it feels right, and I've done it 3
making on the in a mediation session when choosing in front of my boss. Inside I'll feel like, “Oh, my gosh! I'm
Fly appropriate strategies or tactics to ap- so afraid he’s going to bring it up after.” But then it’ll work
ply. out beautifully, and I will get praise later for trusting my
instinct.”
Adopting Novel Mediators invent novel techniques for “One of my friends developed a simulation involving imag- 3
Techniques their individual processes. inary nations to develop the agenda”
Invisible Work
Self & Other Mediators must manage their own emo- ‘T try and maintain a very calm posture and make sure 3
Emotion Regula- tions and that of the parties. that I don’t provoke emotion even higher.”
tion
Case-specific Mediators must research information “T've had people climbing up over the table to go and kick 3
Knowledge specific to each case. the other one in the head”
Acquisition
Administrative ~ Mediators must manage scheduling and “Well, logistical issues come with organizing and Attend- 3
Overhead administrative burdens to carry out a ing the hearing location.”; “there’s huge amount of menial
session. labor ... [in] trying to reach parties. Voice mails ... could be
automated ... [and] sending consent forms ... it could really
reduce our caseload.”
Steering without Agency
Value Persuasion Mediators must build trust with the par- “Trust is everything that we do, and if people don’t trust 3
& Trust-building ties to keep them engaged in the pro- me, then I can’t be an effective mediator.”
cess.
Focus on Com- Mediators must focus on communica- “The mediator’s job is not to decide. The minute the me- 3

munication, not tion since they don’t have binding au-
Agreement thority over the parties.

diator decides or tells people what to do, they’re no longer
a mediator. They’re now more of a consultant, an advice-
giver, an arbitrator, or a judge™
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Table 2. Continued

Code Description Example Quote(s) Section
Needs: Codes on what mediators requested Al could do.
Agreement Using Al to draft mediator-led agree- “In the drafting of the final agreement, if you get to a state ~ 3.3.1
Drafting ments. where you can agree on terms, the Al can assist with that
too.”
Comprehensive  Using Al to assist in gathering informa- ‘T am thinking of a ChatGPT kind of thing that does the ~ 3.1.1
Information tion. initial phone call to gather information... when we get the
Gathering referral form, there may be 3 or 4 sentences if we’re lucky.”
Information Using Al to visualize points of con- “A very exciting opportunity would be visualizing informa- 3.2.2, 4
Visualization tention and negotiated agreements dur- tion. You can visualize arguments, the parties’ positions, to
ing a mediation session. see the points of contention in the arguments themselves.”
Non-disruptive ~ Using Al as a co-mediator within the ‘T wonder if I could put into AI: ‘Hey, these are the two  3.2.2
Co-mediation mediation room. people, and they are just at an impasse. What can you offer
me as a way to help them break through?”
Follow-up Using Al to follow up with the parties  “Maybe some sort of automatic follow-up because, as of ~ 3.3.1
to gather feedback on the mediation ses- right now... We ask people to fill out the survey, they get an
sion and to check whether the agreed- email with the SurveyMonkey link. People fill it out, people
upon solutions worked. don’t fill it out, and then somebody has to kind of follow
up on that.”.
Logistical Using Al to assist with the logistics of ~ “there’s huge amount of menial labor ... [in] trying to reach 3
Support the mediation case, such as scheduling parties. Voice mails ... could be automated ... [and] sending
sessions. consent forms ... it could really reduce our caseload.”
Al Note-taking  Using Al to help with note-taking. “Having a robot basically... listen for issues and take notes.”
Agreement Using Al to draft mediator-led agree- ‘In the drafting of the final agreement, if you get to a state ~ 3.3.1
Drafting ments. where you can agree on terms, the Al can assist with that
too.”
Comprehensive  Using Al to assist in gathering informa- ‘T am thinking of a ChatGPT kind of thing that does the ~ 3.1.1
Information tion. initial phone call to gather information... when we get the
Gathering referral form, there may be 3 or 4 sentences if we’re lucky.”
Information Using Al to visualize points of con- “A very exciting opportunity would be visualizing informa- 3.2.2, 4
Visualization tention and negotiated agreements dur- tion. You can visualize arguments, the parties’ positions, to
ing a mediation session. see the points of contention in the arguments themselves.”
Non-disruptive ~ Using Al as a co-mediator within the ‘T wonder if I could put into Al: ‘Hey, these are the two  3.2.2
Co-mediation mediation room. people, and they are just at an impasse. What can you offer
me as a way to help them break through?”
Follow-up Using Al to follow up with the parties “Maybe some sort of automatic follow-up because, as of ~ 3.3.1

to gather feedback on the mediation ses-
sion and to check whether the agreed-
upon solutions worked.

right now... We ask people to fill out the survey, they get an
email with the SurveyMonkey link. People fill it out, people
don’t fill it out, and then somebody has to kind of follow
up on that.”.
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Table 2. Continued

Code Description Example Quote(s) Section
Logistical Using Al to assist with the logistics of “there’s huge amount of menial labor ... [in] trying to reach 3
Support the mediation case, such as scheduling parties. Voice mails ... could be automated ... [and] sending
sessions. consent forms ... it could really reduce our caseload.”
Al note-taking  Using Al to help with note-taking. “Having a robot basically... listen for issues and take notes.” 3
Miscellaneous: Additional codes used to analyze our interviews.
Alignment Code to capture potential Al alignment “They were speaking a little bit of Spanish slang with him 4
discussions or cases in mediation. on the side ... and he got caught up a little bit in the emotion
of it and began doing something you are not supposed to
do in a mediation: He was judging them by saying you
shouldn’t say that or why did you guys do that? You know
that is wrong...I innocuously started cutting [ Jose] off a
little bit and then redirecting the whole room conversation
away from that.”
Business Code to capture mediators who conduct ‘T take in predominantly commercial corporate business 1
Mediator mediations with large businesses. cases or cases that have to do with an ongoing business.”
Small  Claims Code to capture mediators who handle “Most of those civil court cases that I administer and medi- 1
Mediator small claims court cases. ate are small claims.”
Workplace Code to capture mediators who mediate “T'was doing my judging and mediating workplace conflicts 1
Mediator workplace conflicts. for city Government employees.”
Family and Code to capture mediators who handle “I've been doing divorce mediation for almost 30 years.” 1
Divorce Media- family and divorce cases.
tor
Community Code to capture mediators who work in “So I worked a lot with young dispossessed communities, 1
Mediator community mediation. mostly BIPOC communities”
Independent Code to capture mediators who work as “T started my own practice.. So I've been on my own for 9 1
Contractor independent contractors. years.”
ProAl Code to capture mediators who were “I think the role of Al in mediation is distilling what the 4,3
more in favor of using Al in mediation positions of the parties is showing where they differ”
and how it should be used.
Caucusing Code to capture mediators who use cau- “In a caucs people are always more willing to tell me things 3
cusing during the mediation session. privately than they are willing to say in the room with the
other person there.”
Open-ended Code to capture mediators who ask “And then we start moving on to generating options, where ~ 3.2.2
Questions open-ended questions during the me- I ask open-ended questions to guide each person into gen-
diation session. erating their own options.”
Looping Code to capture mediators who use “One technique is looping, which is a form of active listen- ~ 3.2.2

looping (summarizing and reflecting
back what the parties said)..

ing where you repeat back what someone says in your own
words to make sure you understand. You then ask them,
"Did I get that right?" and continue until everything has
been accurately captured.”
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