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With the pace of change in many organizations faster than ever, and workplace conflict at its highest 
levels, demands on leaders continue to grow. This is where the principles of mediation offer valuable 
insights. In my workplace mediation practice, I have seen how these principles can be applied not 
just in conflict situations, but in everyday conversations. Here are 4 main principles of mediation to 
strengthen your leadership skills. 
 
Leadership Skills: 4 Mediation Principles Leaders Can Apply Today 
 
1. Confidentiality – Build Trust 
The first principle of mediation is confidentiality. All parties, including the mediator, commit to 
keeping what’s discussed during mediation to themselves. Confidentiality creates the conditions for 
parties to speak openly and honestly without fear of retaliation. This is important in conflict 
situations, as issues are likely to fester when people don’t feel safe expressing their concerns. 
 
The same principle applies in leadership, although confidentiality plays a different role. Whilst 
leaders cannot always keep matters private, they can ensure that sensitive issues are handled with 
care. This builds trust and psychological safety, and makes people more likely to speak up, raise 
issues and share ideas. It avoids issues being swept under the carpet, encourages constructive 
challenge and reduces groupthink. In turn, that supports better decision-making, innovation and 
employee engagement, key priorities for many leaders. 
 
2. Impartiality – Build Fairness 
A mediator doesn’t take sides and doesn’t decide who is right or wrong; instead, their role is to be 
impartial and to facilitate a conversation that allows all perspectives to be heard. The mediator’s 
impartiality enables parties to engage in conversation without feeling judged or blamed, and this 
further supports psychological safety. 
 
For a leader, this can be a challenging skill to practice. Everyone subconsciously filters what they see 
or hear through the lens of their own experiences, biases, assumptions, and expectations. Offering 
well-meaning interpretations can be counterproductive, as people may feel misunderstood, or as if 
another viewpoint is favored. 
 
While leaders cannot always be as impartial as a mediator, they can be balanced and consistent in 
how they listen. Giving people equal space to speak, reflecting back what was said without 
judgment, and staying aware of your reactions, will reduce signs of favoritism. Ultimately, leaders 
don’t need to be perfectly impartial; they need to be fair and trusted. 
 
 
 



3. Voluntariness – Build Engagement 
Mediation is a voluntary process, meaning that participants can’t be forced to attend. Voluntarism is 
key to the mediation process because people are more likely to engage if they are there by choice. 
 
Leaders cannot make every decision voluntary, but the principle of voluntariness still stands. When 
team members feel they have a choice in how they participate, contribute or respond, they are 
more willing to engage. 
 
Language is part of a leader’s skillset here, and words matter. Research by Elizabeth Stokoe, 
Professor of Social Interaction at Loughborough University, found that asking ‘Would you be willing 
to…’ was more effective than ‘Would you like to...’. Using the word 'willing’ gives the person you’re 
speaking with an opportunity to see themselves as reasonable, cooperative and open to trying a 
different approach. 
 
4. Self-determination – Build Accountability 
The fourth principle of mediation is self-determination. It refers to the parties’ ability to determine 
the outcome of their conversation, without the mediator imposing a solution. This is important 
because the people involved usually understand the situation better than anyone else. They know 
how they feel, what their boundaries are, and what will work to resolve their issues. 
 
For leaders, resisting the urge to provide answers, and being non-directive in conflict, can be a 
challenge. Whether it’s a conflict situation or a wider business problem, leaders are often expected 
to ‘fix it’ and move on. Self-determination encourages others to take responsibility for their situation 
and to own the outcome. When people have a stake in shaping the solution, they are much more 
likely to commit to making it work. 
 
Conflict Resolution Skills Leaders Need In Today’s Workplace 
 
The mediation principles of confidentiality, impartiality, voluntariness, and self-determination can 
help leaders build essential leadership skills across many business contexts. Leaders who create a 
safe environment for people to speak up, ensure all sides are heard, offer meaningful choice, and 
encourage responsibility, will build healthier workplaces, and deliver stronger business results too. 
 
 


