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The modern mediation movement covers 
various walks of life in Finland

Family

• Family mediation (divorce, custody and other conflicts)

Schools / Kindergartens

• Peer mediation

– Demanding cases can be referred to teachers / local
mediation offices

Workplace

• E.g. bullying
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Neighborhood

• Multicultural neighborhood mediation involving immigrants

• Street mediation

– Rapid intervention to youth conflicts

– Specialized youth workers as mediators 

• Mediation in environmental conflicts

Legal system

• Crimes: Victim Offender Mediation (VOM)

– Statutory VOM = governed by law

– Relies largely on volunteers, but also professional mediators

• Disputes: Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR)

– Mediation in courts in civil cases

– judges as mediators

International peace mediation



The legal status of RJ actors in Finland

• VOM is regulated by law (Act on Mediation in Criminal and 
Certain Civil Cases)

– Coordinated nationwide by THL

• Other fields of mediation are often projects conducted by 
NGO’s, such as

– The Finnish Forum for Mediation

– The Finnish Refugee Council (an NGO specialised in refugee 
work)



History of VOM in Finland

• The first VOM pilot project in 1983 in one city

– VOM spread to ther cities as well

• In the 1980s and 1990s, municipalities and NGOs 

offered VOM voluntarily

– services were not available nationally

– VOM was not regulated by specific legislation
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The Finnish law on mediation of crimes
and certain civil disputes 2006

The aims:

• To secure the funding of VOM by the state

• To make mediation procedures uniform; to ensure 
same for all service throughout the country

• To enable long-term evaluation and development of 
VOM

• The law provides the basic framework for VOM

– it does not determine the actual mediation methods
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What kinds of cases can be mediated in Finland?

• Basically, all kinds of crimes

– Crimes assessed as eligible for mediation, taking into account the 
nature of the offence, the relationship between the parties and other 
issues related to the crime as a whole

– Parties have to be able to understand the meaning of mediation

– Mediation is not allowed, if victim is a minor with a special need for 
protection because of his/her age or the quality of the crime

– Mediation has to be in harmony with the victim’s interests

– The suspect must mostly confess what has happened

– Mediation can be used in all phases of the criminal proceedings

• Equally complainant offenses & offenses under public prosecution can 
be mediated

• Both children’s and adults’ cases

• Gatekeeper: local mediation office defines if the case is suitable for 
mediation
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Crime titles in VOM

• Over recent years, around half of all cases have been 
violence (incl. domestic violence)

• There have also been cases of 

– criminal damage

– theft

– illegal threat

– perjury / defamation, disseminating information violating privacy

– negligent bodily injury

– resistance to a person maintaining public order

– failure to guard an animal

– etc.
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Also minor civil cases can be mediated

• Minor civil cases may be referred to mediation if it can be 
considered expedient (useful, functional)

• Not business-to-business cases, however
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Mediation can have legal effects

• Mediation can have various effects on the criminal procedure: the 
police may stop the investigation, the prosecutor may drop 
charges, the judge may impose a lighter penalty or no penalty at all

– The legal authorities consider each case separately and 
decide how much VOM affects the criminal proceedings

• Complainant offences: if victim withdraws his/her request for a 
penalty, the investigation is discontinued

• Offences under public prosecution: the prosecutor can press or 
waive charges regardless of a mediation agreement and the victim’s 
preferences

• The parties may apply that a court of law confirms the agreement 
they have made in VOM, making it enforceable
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How is the statutory mediation organised?

• Coordinated and developed by the National Institute for 
Health and Welfare (THL) since 2016

• 18 service providers all over Finland

– Mediation services are provided by municipalities (11), NGOs, 
associations (7)
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The role of THL

• Ensures that mediation is available appropriately in the whole country

• Makes agreements with service providers; grants and allocates state 
funding to mediation offices

• Guides, advises and monitors the mediation offices

• Organises continuing education for mediators

• A nationwide development programme for the statutory mediation 2016-
2020, with the aims to improve data-recording system, training, and co-
operation with authorities and interest-groups (such as victim support)
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PROFESSIONALS at mediation offices

• There are about 100 paid workers in mediation offices

– chiefs & mediation advisors (and clerks)

• They recruit, train, supervise, guide and support voluntary 
mediators

• Mediation professionals must have an appropriate 
academic degree

– Most of them have a degree in social sciences

– Also eligible: other persons with good knowledge of mediation 
services and its planning and guidance

• The professionals in mediation offices are also trained for 
mediation and may also act as mediators in addition to the 
volunteers
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VOLUNTARY mediators

• In Finland, mediation is strongly based on the work of 
voluntary mediators (about 1200)

• They are not paid but they get their costs compensated

• Mediators must

– have completed basic training on mediation (about 54 contact 
hours)

– have the education, skills and experience required for 
appropriately handling the task

– and be also otherwise suitable for the task
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Guidelines for recruiting voluntary mediators

• Attention is paid on the applicant’s conception of human beings, 
motivation, interpersonal skills

• Applicant’s personal life must be in balance, no criminal background

• The choice to serve as a mediator may not be motivated by a need to 
process one’s own problems

• Applicants should not have untreated issues with trauma or violence nor 
severe personal conflicts

• Appointing mediators to each case: The professionals at the mediation 
office appoint mediators best suited to each case based on the mediators’ 
experience and competence
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Why should we NOT have professional 
mediators?

• Nils Christie: power trap: mediators should not be 
professionals, otherwise they become conflict thieves and 
tend to tell the parties what is best for them

– Endangers the facilitative approach? Mediators’ working method 
may become too evaluative?

• Risk of jargon

• More expensive, limits the use of mediation

• Lay mediators offer a form of community participation

– There are also lay judges in the Finnish courts in criminal cases

• Typically, voluntary mediators have completed higher 
education, anyway
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Why should we have professional mediators?

• Helps ensure quality

• Growing quality demands for mediation: can volunteers live up to them? Can they 
e.g. commit to long processes with pre-meetings and follow-ups?

• To receive more cases and more serious cases, the public image of mediation would 
need to be improved to build trust among the stakeholders and the general public

• The cases are really important for the parties

– Mediation can also have legal effects

• Mediators need skills to

– Facilitate encounter between the parties

– Balance the relationship between the parties, support the ones in weaker 

positions, such as children, make everyone engage in discussions

– Check true voluntariness (especially in domestic violence)

– Follow the RJ theory; e.g. avoid stigmatization, not steal confllicts

– Draft agreements (e.g., working agreements, how to divide resposibility in case of 

multiple offenders)

– Detect when the agreement is unjust or against fundamental legal priciples

– Refer clients to further services when needed
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Towards professional mediation

• Despite the legacy of volunteer work, RJ cannot totally rely on unpaid 
volunteer work

• Lay & professional mediators can be combined; they can mediate together 
or divide cases

– E.g., we use professional mediators in mediation of the most serious
crimes (where mediation takes place in prison)
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Training of mediators

• We are building a unified training system for mediators

• Basic course + special advanced courses:

– Domestic violence (170 hours)

– Children & Youth (100 hours)

– Multicultural mediation?

– Serious crimes?

– Civil disputes?
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Thank you!

Correspondence:

Henrik.Elonheimo@thl.fi
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