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Conflict mediation as
organisational capacity building in
Kriminalforsorgen

ALMA FONSECA FJELDSTED

Since February this year, mediation is being implemented as an essential
tool in the management of conflicts evolving internally in the Danish Prison
and Probation Service (Kriminalforsorgen, 2024). The newly hired Preven-
tion and Mediation Corps is implemented in order to improve the working
environment, foster development, and enhance cohesion across the organ-
ization. The director of Kriminalforsorgen, Ina Eliasen, welcomes the me-
diators and expresses pronounced confidence in mediation as a method of
changing a culture, improving the working environment, and preventing
criminality (ibid.; Eliasen, 2024).

An Extensive Demand for Mediation

Charlotte Wegener is head of the Prevention and Mediation Corps and works
full-time as part of the mediators. She was trained by the FBI as a hostage
negotiator and has worked in the field of mediation ever since, inter alia as
the coordinator of the Danish police’s conflict council. When asked why me-
diation within Kriminalforsorgen is important, she states that there is a huge
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‘ ‘ I neither belong to the
employer, the employees,

or the department. | am not
positioned in the workplace and
therefore not personally implicated
in the conflict.
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demand for mediation across the organization, partly because employees in
Kriminalforsorgen are put under a lot of pressure: “Working with people who
are deprived of their freedom is highly demanding. Prison is not typically
where people flourish. And working in an environment where conflicts are
frequent requires certain qualities of the employees.”

Furthermore, like correctional services in other European countries, Krim-
inalforsorgen is facing multiple challenges these years (Gregersen, 2023).
While the continuously rising number of inmates has reached its highest
since the aftermath of World War Il, Kriminalforsorgen has been struggling
to hire and retain uniformed employees (Faengselsforbundet, 2023a; Krimi-
nalforsorgen, n.d.: 3). As a result, the pressure which the employees are put
under when tending their jobs has risen. Charlotte Wegener recounts that
mediators have been used in mediations in relation to all sorts of professions
so far: from social workers, teachers, and psychologists to craftsmen and
prison officers. Often, the conflicts between colleagues are based on differ-
ent work philosophies or approaches to a certain task, which then give rise
to misunderstandings. What was initially a small disagreement can spread
to entire departments and evolve into a bigger conflict. She highlights the
mediators’ position as non-partial, as an important improvement compared
to previously. Before, the leader of the department would deal with conflicts
between colleagues: “| neither belong to the employer, the employees, or
the department. | am not positioned in the workplace and therefore not per-
sonally implicated in the conflict.” Additionally, she states that the introduc-
tion of professional mediators in Kriminalforsorgen sets the leader free to
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handle their other responsibilities. Charlotte Wegener therefore lauds Krim-
inalforsorgen for establishing the Prevention and Mediation Corps. To her, it
proves a skillful leadership that prioritizes the well-being of the employees:
“It is a recognition of the work that is done here. | find it very progressive
that there is a group of psychologists and now also a group of mediators to
draw on when concrete situations get tense. It is most definitely a step in the
right direction.” Charlotte Wegener hopes that perhaps Kriminalforsorgen’s
Prevention and Mediation Corps will inspire other institutions in society
to implement mediation. She underlines that all sorts of workplaces could
benefit from the method: “I have worked with mediation for many years now
in various public institutions. And everywhere | have seen a huge demand
for mediation.” She describes that it redeems people, restores relations, and
offers an opportunity to learn and grow together. More concretely put, me-
diation is a tool to improve the mental health in an organization and reduce
the rate of sick leave.

Supporting an Awareness of the Social Dynamics

Taking the case of Kriminalforsorgen as an example, the mediations implic-
itly deal with more than what is at stake in the concrete mediation sessions.
The benefits that the Prevention and Mediation Corps generates exist on
two levels: on the most overt level, the corps deals with concrete conflicts
which benefit the parties involved in the actual mediation. On the more
long-term level, their work affects the social pattern of Kriminalforsorgen
as a workplace through supporting an awareness of the current social dy-
namics and thereby preventing future conflicts. She explains with apparent
enthusiasm that: “It is a way of capacity building through supporting a me-
diating approach across the organization that stretches further than to the
current conflicts.” Therefore, implementing mediation is a concrete tool to
improve the work environment through creating a sense of cohesion.

Charlotte Wegener even claims that the prioritization of the working en-
vironment in Kriminalforsorgen benefits society in a broader perspective.
She explains that the well-being of the employees inevitably influences the
inmates, fostering a more cohesive environment. And that this will poten-
tially affect them in a positive direction when they have served their sen-
tences and are to participate in society. To some, mediation might seem like
a courageously fluffy approach to put forward as a solution to the issues in
Kriminalforsorgen. Charlotte Wegener concludes: “The larger the bet, the
larger the profit. Society has everything to gain from mediation. During my
time in the police and as a hostage negotiator, | have never experienced an-
ything as powerful and tangible as mediation. It is an impressively smart
move by Ina Eliasen.”
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