
 

Dagmar – you’ve organized a workshop about children and mediation. Could you just tell us briefly 

what the workshop was about? 

Well, family mediation, like I’ve experienced in Germany during the last 20 years, has been limited to 

working with parents. And I think it’s really a shame that children haven’t been given a role in 

mediation. I also watch my colleagues when they are working and I see that it is only seldom the 

case that children are included in mediation. I think that this is because the mediators are a little 

anxious and worried that they wouldn’t be able to cater sufficiently to the children’s needs. And I’d 

like to change this a bit. If we work at it, we could easily involve children in the mediation process. 

How could we include children in the mediation process? 

In my view, four models have been developed so far. The first involves placing a chair for the child in 

the room during all phases of mediation so that parents always focus on the child. Then there is the 

model of an interview with the child by an external, and our colleagues in Holland have had very 

good experience with this. I’ve personally worked in sessions where the mediator speaks with the 

children alone – without their parents – and what I didn’t like was that even we mediators often 

become the confidantes of the children. And that’s why I prefer a model where the whole family sits 

around a table. I’d call that a small family meeting in which the parents and the children are present 

during the mediation process. 

You just mentioned that mediators maybe worried that they may not cater sufficiently to the 

children’s needs. What special qualities do mediators need to mediate with children? 

I don’t know if they need special qualities to mediate with children. When we work with parents 

then we’re always very attentive and we listen to their needs. I think that we need to be open to the 

situation to an extent; we need to react to the child, to the child’s situation. That’s enough, in my 

opinion 



From which age could children be included? 

I’d say basically from late pre-school age, from five or six, at an age when children can begin to tell 

us something about what they would like in the future from their father and their mother. If they are 

a group of siblings - maybe several children aged between three and fourteen - then it doesn’t 

bother me if the three-year-old is there, too. I think it belongs to the family system, it belongs to the 

siblings’ system and I’d never exclude the child. I also experience in these children’s meetings - 

meetings with both parents and children - that it is mostly the youngest children who chat away the 

most, who are totally open and are more likely to motivate their older siblings to say something as 

well. 

What do children actually say in this type of mediation? What type of questions are they asked? 

The children simply write on cards, they draw – it depends on what they can do, their wishes for the 

future. Sometimes they come out with totally curious ideas; that they’d like to go on a canoeing trip 

with their father, or go to a concert, or go camping at the weekends sometimes with their mother, 

or with their father or with their grandmother. These are things which the parents would never 

otherwise know. 

I can see a saying: preparation is the key – what does this involve? 

What really doesn’t work is saying to the parents, “Bring your children next time”. Instead the 

parents need to trust the methods of mediation and, above all, to trust the mediator. This means 

that they have to be sure that their children aren’t interrogated, they need to know what happens 

with their children during the sessions, what they are asked, and that’s why we first talk about the 

topics which the children may bring up. These topics could be: Where do we want to live in the 

future? How are we going to spend Christmas? Can we visit our grandparents in the future? It is 

important that the parents know that we don’t rake up the past, that we always look ahead and try 

to see what the children really want in the future, what they find important.  

There are things like genograms and ecograms. Can you tell me something about them? What are 

they? 

What is an ecogram? Well, I find it important that 

everything that is spoken about in mediation is also 

visualized. This doesn’t mean writing one thing after the 

other on a flipchart and flipping the pages back and forth. 

Everything that is written should be hung up in the room. 

The ecogram is a combination of the genogram and the 

economic background – the depiction of the personal 

situation of the family. It includes information about the 

father/mother, marriage details, profession, hobbies, 

other interests, children, their education, whether they 

are sporty or musical, grandparents, pets – the whole 

family system. Everything should be listed including the 

participants financial situation, because if children are to 

visit one or the other parent these trips have to be paid 

for. That’s why it’s important that everyone’s financial 

situation is known- and whether the grandparents can 

give support – personally or financially. The ecogram 

deflects attention from one person, that one person only 

looks at itself. Instead the person sees that the whole 

family is also affected. 



Did you do a role play in the workshop? 

Yes, we did. Firstly, we considered and discussed which of the four models is most suitable; the one 

with the chair, the interview with the child by an external, the interview by the mediator without the 

parents or mediation with children and parents. We looked at the advantages and disadvantages – 

for the parents, children and also from the perspective of the mediator. Personally, I prefer the 

model of a meeting with the parents. And at this point I simply repeated my appeal to those 

colleagues who like working with children to simply make a start. This involved an element that we 

looked at. We asked the child, what do you want from the mediators, and, finally, I gave a short 

demonstration in which I showed how I would work with children in this process. 

The example of Oskar, the case that was also used previously. 

Yes, we worked with Oskar. 

What did Oskar say? How did Oskar’s interview make a special contribution to this role play? 

We saw that it’s important that Oskar isn’t simply placed in the meeting but that he really needs an 

invitation from the father and mother to take part. This shows that he is supported by his parents; 

that they say: “Come with us and simply say what is important for you”. And Oskar then talked about 

his various wishes; contact to his father, contact to his mother, to his friends, his hobbies. He simply 

mentioned these things. 

Were there differing opinions from participants from various countries regarding the inclusion of 

the child which became known during the workshop? 

I observed that many participants preferred the child interview without the parents. They said that 

the mediators need to be protected, that the parents need to be protected, and many wanted the 

children, and this included Oskar, to be kept out of a possible conflict of interests. So that Oskar 

should never find himself in the position of having to speak out in favour of the mother and against 

the father or the other way round. Instead he should be completely free to say what he wanted, and 

that’s why the idea was expressed that he could probably only do this if neither of his parents were 

in the room. But I felt that the result of the workshop was that some active mediators said that they 

found it very interesting to see a different approach and that they would try it out. 

Another topic was research. How much research has been conducted into the role of the child in 

mediation? What are the current issues? 

In Germany we actually haven’t much research available. There are studies carried out by Professor 

Tenakes und Professor Proksch and Reiner Bastine from Heidelberg. They partially investigated the 

relationship between child support payments and contact to the child. It emerged that if fathers pay 

child benefit properly and over a long period they have better contact to their children than fathers 

who stopped paying. Professor Bastine researched the durability and sustainability of mediation. 

There are also studies from America which have been conducted over a period of 30 years. For 

example Valentine and Hetherington. They found that, and I think this is a very positive message, 

80% of the children from families where the parents are separated or divorced are not 

disadvantaged in their lives. However, there are some issues that children of separated parents have 

reported. For example, that they often felt lonely after the separation. This had to do with the fact 

that the father moved out – he was no longer there – and that the mother had to go to work to 

support the family and was, therefore, not at home and the children had to look after themselves. 

Another aspect is that the children often did not achieve the level of education and qualification of 

their parents, but I’m not really sure if this applies in general as the study was conducted in 

California where there’s no financial support from the state like we have in Germany which means 

that the children can’t do as well at school and university as they can in Germany. 



We’ve talked a lot about the child. But my final question is about the parents. What effect does 

the involvement of the child in mediation have on them? And what effect does it have on the 

solution-finding process and the ability of parents to find solutions? 

Well, I always find it really interesting to simply see how parents and children enter the room, to see 

how they sit. I don’t have a strict seating arrangement – the family always sits at a round table and 

the family system is reflected. When a family comes, a couple with three children, they always sit so 

that neither of the parents is alone. It never happens, I have never observed, that one of the parents 

is isolated. The parents are very attentive, I ask them in the lead-up to the session to take on the role 

of a listener and that they should leave the interview to me. And it’s very interesting to see how the 

parents pay attention to their children and to see that they also notice that something has changed. 

It’s often the case that the focus is on financial matters and when the children are there, they really 

notice that the children have concerns which they hadn’t expected at all. Afterwards, they are really 

glad and say we weren’t sure about involving the children but we’re glad that we agreed to this 

meeting with the children. 

And to what extent does this lead to the parents finding a solution, how does it minimize the 

conflict between the parents? 

It remains the case that it’s the parents who are the ones who have to find a solution and make the 

decisions. But the children can make creative contributions and that makes everything easier and 

rounds off the whole picture of the solution. There’s also a certain ease when the children are there 

and it’s possible to include further aspects, which can sometimes be funny such as “we’ll look for a 

trailer and father and son can find somewhere to park it and work on it and sometimes spend the 

weekends there together.” 

Thank you very much. 

Thank you too, Andreas. 

 


