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Abstract 
Objective: To explore the role and implementation of the Facilitated Discus-
sion process in workplace grievance management within a healthcare setting. 
Methods: This is a qualitative study using semi-structured interviews with 
implementers, developers and participants involved in Facilitated Discussions 
which were recorded, transcribed verbatim and analysed for key themes using 
thematic analysis techniques. No limit was placed on the number of partici-
pants, which included staff working in human resource department as well as 
administrative and clinical staff who had engaged with the facilitated discus-
sion process. Results: Participants mostly viewed the process as meritorious 
associated with restorative justice principles. However, implementation of the 
process in the healthcare facility faced barriers to wider adoption due to lack 
of certainty about the roles and processes, limited training, staff availability 
and perceived risk. Adoption of principles and skills across the organization 
were identified as necessary for effective implementation. The findings sug-
gested that training for facilitators and promoting the benefits of Facilitated 
Discussions across all levels of the organization could improve implementa-
tion. Conclusions: The nature of the process of facilitated discussions for 
grievance management requires resources to promote awareness and trust in 
the process, skilled facilitators and defined procedures for use in large facili-
ties. 
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1. Introduction 

Facilitated Discussions (FD) are distinct from traditional notions of negotiation 
or mediation by following the principles of Restorative Justice (Cutrona, 2014). 
Facilitated Discussion, whereby each party is listened to, and a mutually agreea-
ble plan is put in place typically with a facilitator present, is a flexible tool by 
which restorative justice can be applied (Livne-Tarandach et al., 2021). Restora-
tive justice principles are grounded in an approach to seeking to restore relations 
where a crime is acknowledged as having been committed (Suzuki & Yuan, 
2021), and so the principles are often framed in terms of victim and perpetrator. 
The principles of restorative justice have, however also been applied to other set-
tings such as school bullying, as a complete alternative to criminal proceedings, 
and to addressing workplace disputes (Acosta & Karp, 2018).  

Where applied to the workplace, the purpose of restorative justice may be to 
avoid traditional punitive measures, or to restore disrupted workplace relations. 
Participants in the FD process are likely to be colleagues. Principles of restora-
tive justice used within FD in the workplace can be used by managers to inter-
vene early in tense situations, perhaps before a formal complaint has been 
lodged, or may be offered as an alternative, after a formal complaint has been in-
itiated, to seek to restore relationships without formal investigation and pu-
nishment (Hutchinson, 2009).  

Facilitated Discussions apply the principles of restorative justice by allowing 
participants to communicate their concerns in a respectful way, gain an under-
standing of the other’s perspective, and identify steps to resolution (Weiss, 
2017). Such features are characteristic of other mediation models, but their use 
in combination with the intent of restoring relationships marks them as dis-
tinctly within the Restorative Justice framework Hopkins, 2015).  

Workplaces where the principles of restorative justice are promoted and rein-
forced have the potential to replace punitive dispute resolution measures (Leo-
nard, 2022). Such a transformation has been initiated at a large public hospital in 
Sydney, Australia where a shift in the culture was prompted by results of a staff 
survey. One aspect of that workplace culture shift was for FD to be offered where 
relationship restoration was likely to be possible before a complaint had been 
lodged. Over 72 FD resulting in agreement between parties were led by the hos-
pital’s Human Resources (HR) team between 2016 and 2018. A qualitative inves-
tigation reported in this paper identified facilitators and barriers to implementa-
tion of FD at the hospital. The purpose of the investigation was to identify benefits 
and drawbacks of the approach to inform future policy and practices at the facility. 

The experience of implementing the FD in the above hospital has provided an 
opportunity to explore in greater detail the acceptability, challenges and lessons 
of FD. This study will evaluate the processes and implications the FD, which can 
lead to a wider implementation to other facilities. 

2. Method 

A qualitative investigation was conducted to capture any complexity associated 
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with adopting FD to dispute management and resolution. A semi-structured in-
terview guide was developed that sought to capture the benefits and drawbacks 
of the approach. 

Staff members of the hospital (both in the HR Department and elsewhere) 
who had been involved in FD between 2016 and 2018 were invited to participate 
if they were still associated with the hospital at the time of data collection. All 
staff members who consented to be interviewed were included in the study. 

Before asking any questions, interviewer is to confirm that the participant had 
read and signed the Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form. The in-
terview was aimed to last approximately 30 minutes and to be conducted vir-
tually and recorded. The nature of the grievance/conflict or whether they were 
complainant/respondent were not the purpose of the study. 

The data collection process was the responsibility of the independent re-
searcher (LC) who collected consent forms, arranged and conducted semi- 
structured interviews and deidentified the data (interview audio-recordings and 
notes taken during interviews) before passing them to other researchers. Inter-
views were conducted via Zoom (cameras turned off) or phone. Audio-record- 
ings were transcribed by a third party (JR) and checked by two research team 
members against original recordings before any analysis was undertaken.  

Initial analysis of the data involved reading and rereading the transcripts, 
transposing transcript content to a large spreadsheet, and comparing responses 
to interview items across participants (LC). In this way the range of responses to 
each interview item could be examined as per the structure of the interview 
guide, as shown in Table 1. Summaries and the spreadsheet were shared with 
the rest of the research team. 
 
Table 1. Semi structured interviews—topic guide. 

Understanding of Restorative Justice 

Human Resources process involved with facilitated discussions 

Complaint process 

Benefits of facilitated discussion 

HR Workload in relation to facilitated discussions 

Training needs/key elements to deliver facilitated discussions 

Changes that occurred as a result of facilitated discussions 

Barriers to taking up facilitated discussions as an option 

Risks of taking up facilitated discussions 

Impact of facilitated discussions 

Negative Impact of facilitated discussions 

Change to the way complaints are made 

Top 5 Lessons from being involved in the facilitated discussion process 

Problems with the facilitated discussion process 

Doing facilitated discussions differently 
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In addition to the organization of data into a spreadsheet, thematic analysis of 
the transcripts was undertaken by JR with the aid of NVivo (QSR International 
Pty Ltd., 2020). The results of the theme identification from the spreadsheet and 
thematic analysis using NVivo were combined to arrive at the results described 
below.  

3. Results 

Eleven participants were interviewed between November 2020 and October 
2021. Interviews ranged in length from 23 to 54 minutes, with the average time 
being 36 minutes. 

Of the eleven participants, nine were employed in the HR Department of the 
hospital, ranging in experience from recent recruits to senior managers. Of 
those, three had observed FD only, four had served as facilitators and one had no 
experience of FD process. One participant was both employed in the HR De-
partment and had experience as a participant. One of the nine participants from 
within HR Department had experience as a participant in a dispute. A further 
two participants were from outside of HR Department, having engaged in FD to 
address a grievance.  

The themes and examples discussed below need to be interpreted in light of 
the bias in the sample to those working in HR Department. Unfortunately, in 
spite of repeated efforts to recruit participants from outside of HR Department, 
only a very small number agreed to participate. Given the voluntary nature of 
participation and the need for confidentiality, tracking down individuals and 
noting whether if those who had participated in FD were still employed by the 
hospital was beyond the scope of this study. Reasons for the lack of response 
from participants were thus speculative. 

Progressive analysis of the data indicated that responses to interview items 
could be grouped under two main themes, benefits and barriers, in keeping with 
the focus of the interviews. Each of these was themed the focus of a direct inter-
view topic, but answers to other topics also generated responses that fit within 
either of these main themes. The results are presented under these two main 
themes. The subthemes of each are shown in Table 2.  

1) Benefits 
The benefits of FD to emerge across the interviews were stated as early inter-

vention, reflecting a positive organizational culture, supporting staff, effective 
communication between parties, reaching resolution and avoiding punitive 
measures.  

“it has a lot to do about empowerment and culture in terms of the fact that I 
go into this process, you do achieve a sense of um, personal closure on those 
matters. Um, and also sort of for that to know that from organizationally we 
don’t look at things purely from a mechanical decision-making ah formal point 
of view. Ah there is some empathy in the organisation ah and you know, oppor-
tunity that you know sometimes things are, wish we weren’t able to get things 
wrong but also provide people the opportunity for growth.” (P04)  
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Table 2. Benefits and Barriers: subthemes to emerge in interviews. 

Benefits of Facilitated Discussions Barriers to Facilitated Discussion Uptake 

Early intervention 
Reflecting a positive organizational 
culture 
Supporting staff 
Effective communication between parties 
Reaching resolution 
Avoiding punitive measures 

Lack of clear processes 
Unclear roles (Human Resources and 
Managers) 
Training needs 
Poor timing 
Potential risk (to individuals and the 
organization) 

 
“I think a process like this gives people an option to address their concerns 

directly and if they’re supported well to do so then that can resolve conflict and 
allow people to move on very effectively.” (P09) 

“… a collaborative process and allows um both parties to sort of feel comfort-
able and working together, um rather than having if you are going through a 
formal process um it sort of creates sort of that stigma like this person done this 
to me. Whereas through a facilitated discussion it allows them to work together 
and sort of come to an understanding um and agreed actions of like moving 
forward.” (P02) 

The three participants who were involved in the process to resolve disputes, 
rather than as HR Department’s facilitators, were more guarded in responses 
regarding benefits of FD:  

“No. no benefit whatsoever. All I feel like is now that I’ve um um I highlighted 
myself for other things, I don’t know. But I don’t feel there’s any been any bene-
fit…” I felt like um I’d had put a target on my back at that stage and I felt like it 
was all very much turned around on to me, um and that I was being um obstruc-
tive in moving forward. But it wasn’t the case…it was more of the processes. 
[yeah] and I just felt unsafe all the time [um] and not supported.” (P11) 

“Um, yes, although as I said my expectations weren’t high. I wanted that per-
son to know that this was serious, and I was taking it seriously. Seriously enough 
to undertake this process which was, took a long time to come about and I 
achieved mostly what I wanted.” (P10) 

“Absolutely, in the beginning, you always hope for the best and you believe 
that you are being guided with the right advice from your manager and HR. 
Over time the path taken for the informal process has not worked…” (P03) 

Participants conceptualized benefits of FD as a better option to a formal com-
plaint process, which they characterized as punitive, costly, time consuming, and 
unemotive. That both the person who raised a complaint, and the person they 
had reported on being involved in the discussion was viewed as empowering and 
beneficial. Facilitated Discussions were characterized as a better, albeit not per-
fect, option: 

“…Ah through formal management there’s a huge sink of ah or something 
costs in relation to resources um cost, risk attributed to utilising those um for-
mal frameworks…” (P04) 
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“Um I think there was you know a lot of discussion at an executive level 
around…the time taken um to do you know formal investigations around mat-
ters that probably could have been resolved in a much you know less formal 
way.” (P09) 

“it gives the person, like the aggrieved person or people that opportunity to 
actually be involved what the outcome looks like and there’s kind of more 
transparency to that process because it comes from them like they sit down to-
gether and they, you know work it out together.” (P01) 

2) Barriers 
Barriers to FD uptake emerged across interview topics, as well as when par-

ticipants were specifically asked to identify what types of barriers they had en-
countered. Lack of clear processes, roles and procedures was the overarching 
barrier. Other barriers were training needs, timing and potential risk to individ-
uals.  

Some participants believed that the HR Department team decided the se-
riousness of all complaints that are lodged. Complaints deemed serious breaches 
of rules (hospital or health service) were directed to formal procedures. Those 
deemed less serious, such as interpersonal conflict, were directed to a FD. In 
contrast, FD was understood by some to be a usual first stage response to any 
complaint, and that should no resolution be found, a formal complaint could be 
pursued.  

“probably be brutally honest, we don’t actually have a clear process as to how 
to do it per se.” (P04) 

“if it is more serious in nature then we probably wouldn’t be looking at a faci-
litated discussion and we would probably be looking at some more of a formal 
um formal process I guess.” (P05) 

Managers of organizational units were thought to request HR Department 
staff into discussions, only if they wished. In that sense, managers were expected 
to handle the whole FD process. For some, involving the HR Department team 
could be seen as potentially inflammatory. Some reported managers as being al-
ways present in meetings, witnesses to agreements and decisions, seeing the role 
of HR to support managers. Some acknowledged that taking on FD, managers 
took on the role of HR, and that this was so time consuming due to meetings 
and documentation that very few managers took up the option. Some who have 
participated in FD were wary of their managers being involved, considering that 
they were not impartial and may not be trained. Not all believed that managers 
had a central role. Some participants who believed that FD required an outside 
party, which could be HR or an external agency.  

“how can we support um usually it’s the manager, um or the manager above 
them that would undertake facilitated discussions but often it’s a very uncom-
fortable thing um often we don’t have a structure on how to do that.” (P06) 

“Um its less intimidating for the staff involved because there is a sort of local 
perception around human resources or HR being involved by the staff. Um, or 
the teams I suppose. Um so it allows those discussions to happen I guess with 
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managers where there’s already a built trust and rapport.” (P07) 
Participants differed in their reports as to who documents FD agreements, 

and what role documentation plays in the process. Some thought that FD was 
formal and documented, whereby a report remained on file that could be ac-
cessed by senior management if needed. Others described the process as infor-
mal, and that only the relevant parties received documentation regarding the 
agreement that was reached. Whilst it was generally understood that a facilitator 
would document the agreement reached during FD (either the manager or the 
HR staff member), and that the agreement would be emailed to the participants, 
there was less clarity whether FD documentation was also kept on file. Reports 
varied from documentation being kept for reference only, to decisions being 
documented by the manager, to reports kept on file, but only accessible to senior 
managers, to using FD records as evidence should a formal complaint be pur-
sued. As noted by one participant, a policy is needed to decide what documenta-
tion is needed. One participant could not recall receiving any documentation. 

“we actually um, it’s still documented but consider it to be an informal 
process. So um, say the people are agreeable to doing a facilitated discussion, so 
those are usually facilitated by like my HR Director or my senior consultant 
from what l’ve seen, and we would normally just document what the two parties 
basically agreed to.” (P01) 

“Me and the parties were given to understand that this was informal, and no 
notes were being placed on anyone’s files.” (P03) 

Training, timing and risks emerged as interrelated barriers that were consis-
tently reported on across participants. The participants reported that training in 
running FD is needed and should include practical guidelines like scripts and 
role play practice. Training was needed to ensure more staff were available to 
serve as facilitators, as long delays and interruptions to the process during staff 
leave or staff changes were detrimental to individuals and risked jeopardizing 
the outcomes. Facilitated Discussions are promoted as quicker processes than 
formal complaints, but in reality, due to a shortage of trained facilitators, the 
process can be very lengthy. Lack of training at all levels of the organization was 
reported as a barrier to uptake. Not all participants were confident that all par-
ties could be impartial, focused on the solution, and not allow the process to in-
fluence other aspects of life at work. Training for managers in this aspect was 
identified as a need. In that sense, offering FD with insufficiently trained staff 
posed the risk of negative outcomes for individuals and the organization.  

Participants suggested that FD be championed at executive level to ensure ne-
cessary resources, and set processes, including appropriate time frames. Partici-
pants acknowledged that the long-term benefit of agreements and ongoing rela-
tionships for those that have participated in FD remain unknown. 

Participants from within HR Department did acknowledge that on occasion, 
FD had not progressed well. One participant provided an account of how, from 
their perspective, the process had not been worthwhile. Participants acknowl-
edged that if not done well, such as if facilitators are biased or the process takes 
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too long, then there will be a negative impact on the workplace culture. 
“… I think it’s, I think um, it should be done as soon as you can as quickly as 

possible and is within a shorter period if possible…” “… if people go on leave or 
there’s other reasons that does make it more difficult, I think for the parties be-
cause it’s like a wound that’s open you know it, it delays that closure and that in 
itself creates another difficulty.” (P08) 

“Um, in terms of like I guess our role in supporting managers as well some-
times managers aren’t aware of like the process or how to do these facilitated 
discussions. So I guess um if managers were more educated like I guess obtained 
more education with regards to doing facilitated discussions, they’d be able to 
pick this up.” (P05) 

“So it does take time I think to get people to trust these things and they do sit 
a bit underground um I think that’s a barrier but by educating more managers 
and giving them a bit more information about alternatives I think that would be 
a positive way to help increase the confidence in these type of um advanced dis-
cussions and that’s qualifying that they’re done well and people are trying to do 
them well and manage it well.” (P09) 

“There needs to be a level of sophistication in a sense that those who conduct 
it really are ah trained in a sense that they are impartial. Everyone comes to situ-
ations with their own personal biases ah unconscious or otherwise ah, so it takes 
someone that ah is probably aware of their own biases to put them aside in the 
best interests of getting a resolution for those matters because fundamentally a 
mediator shouldn’t have a position around that occurs because they should be 
facilitating that discussion between those parties for them to make an agreement 
for them to want to make that agreement so for them to stand by the agreement 
being made.” (P04) 

4. Discussion 

Martela (2019) describes effective organizations as needing defined task division, 
task allocation, rewards and penalties, information to provide direction, as well 
as information to ensure co-ordination. The results of this qualitative investiga-
tion into the use of FD between staff members in a large healthcare facility lend 
support to Martela’s description. The need for FD to involve defined tasks 
(processes and roles) as well as information (training) and co-ordination (tim-
ing) was clearly demonstrated, even by this small sample of participants. Fur-
ther, all levels of staff, across the organization, need access to resources and 
knowledge in order for the uptake to increase, which is in keeping with reports 
on the adoption of Restorative Justice principles in other large institutions like 
schools (Sandwick et al., 2019).  

Clear lessons for both this hospital, and others seeking to introduce FD as 
policy, are for clear processes and procedures to be put in place across the or-
ganization so that resolution can be reached in a timely fashion, thereby mini-
mizing the risk of negative outcomes. These lessons are in keeping with Proctor 
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(Proctor et al., 2011) who advise that clear steps and guidelines are needed for 
organization wide commitment to policy. Ownership, governance and promo-
tion are essential for effective policy change (Damschroder et al., 2009).  

The very small number of participants in this study from outside of the HR 
Department limits the generalizability of these findings. The difficulty in re-
cruiting participants from outside of HR Department suggests that those who 
have taken part in FD may not have wished to revisit their experience. Given 
ethical confidentiality practices it was not possible to profile or individually 
contact the 140 plus staff members who participated in seventy-two FD during 
the period investigated in this study. An unknown number may have left the or-
ganization. Decisions to leave may or may not have been influenced by their ex-
perience of the FD process. The low participation rate might also due to the fact 
that those undertook the FD were uncomfortable and unwilling to revisit the 
conflict matters again.  

Literatures have described tensions that can emerge when introducing restor-
ative principles to foster cultural change within organizations (Paul, 2017; Paul 
& Riforgiate, 2015). Staff unavailability (due either to lack of trained personnel 
or leave arrangements) was shown in this study to impact on the process result-
ing in delays that were damaging to at least one participant. A long, protracted 
process characterized by staff changes and scheduled staff leave without substi-
tute staff being available added to tensions in that case. Escalation of conflict can 
be avoided by dealing with matters early (Lewitter et al., 2019). Insufficient re-
sources including trained facilitators, means that so-called low level, or less se-
rious disputes can escalate because they have not been dealt with in a timely way. 
Limited training and delayed attention to disputes leads to increased risk of neg-
ative outcomes, which is consistent with previous reports (Damschroder et al., 
2009). Having few staff members trained in how to conduct FD also increases 
the risk that staff members from Culturally and Linguistically Diverse communi-
ties will not have access to a facilitator who may have an understanding of their 
expectations of dispute resolution. Training in conflict management and dispute 
resolution are needed across all levels within an organization in order for FD to 
be readily taken up (Kfouri & Lee, 2019). Further research into long term out-
comes and organizational culture shifts are needed to fully assess the impact of 
FD on individuals and organizations in general, including at this healthcare fa-
cility. 

5. Conclusion 

This qualitative study aims to evaluate the implementation of a FD process to 
resolve disputes between staff members in a large healthcare organization. Bene-
fits to the organization are the avoidance of potentially punitive measures 
through effective communication between parties and promoting a workplace 
culture aligned with restorative justice principles. Barriers to widespread uptake 
include poorly defined processes and roles, limited training and few resources, 
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all of which pose possible risk to potential participants. The findings here sug-
gest training for facilitators and promoting the benefits of FD across all levels of 
the organization could improve implementation.  
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