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I.  Introduction

The issue of power imbalance between parties to a mediation has been 
explored by a significant body of research.1 Thus far, however, the conver-
sation has been largely limited to an Anglo-centric perspective. Contrary 
to assumptions of Universality, commentators have found that the ideas 
and recommendations put forth in general literature with regard to various 
other aspects of mediation cannot be applied wholesale, but must be 
adapted to specific cultural conditions.2 Thus, this paper seeks to expand 
the dialogue by considering its applicability to a local cultural context. 

After briefly examining popular discourse and putting it in context in 
Part II, this paper will move on to consider how local beliefs and behav-
iours influence the current understanding of power imbalance. Part III 
looks at the effects of these local characteristics on the presence of imbal-
ance between the parties. With this understanding, Part IV reconsiders the 
acceptability of power imbalances and offers some suggestions as to how 
it is to be addressed. It is hoped that this article yields a more nuanced 
picture of the topic in a Singaporean context.

II. Power imbalances in general

Power, in the context of conflict scenarios, has been defined as the ability 
to get one’s needs met and to further one’s goals.3 Imbalance between the 
parties can be due to differences in terms of (non-exhaustive): age, gender, 
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race, education, information, legal advice, funding, experience, personal-
ity and even moral beliefs.4 

The concern is generally with disputes that involve individuals as pit-
ted against other individuals or larger entities, as opposed to disputes 
between corporations. This essay will similarly focus on disputes of the 
first kind. While power imbalances similarly exist between larger entities, 
they can be taken to have entered into the unequal relationship of their 
own volition.5 

A. Effect on suitability for mediation

The current literature generally adopts a strong stance against the presence 
of power imbalances in mediation. Symmetrical power relations are 
regarded as being optimal for effective mediation.6 Vice versa, it is com-
monly accepted that strong power imbalance makes a case unsuitable.7 
Hence, contemporary literature is mainly focused on the question of 
whether and how power imbalances can be evened out.

Two main points have been argued, either separately or in tandem. 
The first focuses on the process itself and how the procedures of medi-
ation counteract power imbalances.8 The second advances strategies 
that can and should be employed by the mediator for the purpose of 
reducing imbalances.9 Both assume that power imbalances undermine 
mediation. Even where it is admitted that power imbalance in some 
form is inevitable, the balancing of power in some form is still seen as 
desirable.10 

B. A Western POV is evident behind these claims

Underlying the strong opposition to the existence of inequality between 
the parties is the notion that the principles of party autonomy and self-
determination are fundamental to mediation.11 Where one party has 
substantially less power than the other, his ability to participate in nego-
tiating for his interests is compromised. The balancing of power is thus 
seen as a way to ensure parties are sufficiently empowered to make deci-
sions for themselves12 since priority is placed on the interests of the 
individual.13
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This notion is a Western one, rather than one universal or intrinsic 
to the process of mediation in itself. According to Hofstede’s cultural 
framework, all European and Anglo-Saxon countries qualify as “indi-
vidualist” on the individualism/collectivism dimension.14 Such cultures 
place emphasis on individuals rather than relationships. Further, those 
countries tend to measure as low power distance on Hofstede’s power 
distance index (PDI) which measures society’s attitudes towards the 
distribution of power. A low score indicates a societal preference for, 
and in fact an expectation of, equality. As such, the primacy of party 
autonomy and the need for power imbalance are in line with Western 
culture. 

III. Power imbalances in a Singapore context

The different cultural characteristics of Singapore warrant a consideration 
as to whether the current Western literature applies and to what extent. It 
will be argued that power imbalances manifest in a different manner such 
that power disparity between parties may be more glaring than in a 
Western situation, but whether the situation is of concern is dependent on 
context. 

A. Singaporean characteristics

Singapore is a multi-racial society, composed of 74.1% Chinese, 13.4% 
Malays, 9.2% Indians and the remaining being those of other races.15 Of 
these, the major religions are Buddhism/Taoism, practiced by 44.2% of 
the population, Islam at 14.9%, Christianity at 14.6%.16 While often 
regarded as a place where “East meets West”, Singapore still retains its 
traditional Asian values.17 It is suggested that the characteristics identi-
fied by Lee and Teh as being typical of Asian culture apply.18 These are: 
(a) Confucianism, (b) collectivist inclination and (c) prevalence of face 
concerns. 

Applying the Hofstede framework, Singapore scores high on the 
power distance dimension with a score of 74, indicating a highly hierar-
chical society.19 This can be credited to a Confucian background both 
due to the predominance of the Chinese and national education efforts.20 
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The implication is that unequal relationships, or “vertical relationships” of 
senior and junior, are seen as the natural order of society.21

On the individualism/collectivist dimension, Singapore scores a low 
20, indicating a collectivistic society.22 Individuals place a higher value on 
group harmony above personal interest.23 The concept of “group” must be 
qualified — cooperation is often limited to those of “in-groups” as 
opposed to “out-groups”.24 In-groups among collectivist cultures are sta-
ble and tend to be maintained even at high individual cost.25 However, the 
definition of an in-group and who constitutes its members will depend on 
the situation.26

The concept of “face” comes into play here. Individuals promote har-
mony within their in-groups by “giving face”, that is, according them the 
respect they are due by reference to their social position.27 At the same 
time, they will act to preserve their own face (“save face”). This latter 
behaviour is more prevalent when with members of out-groups.28

The characteristics contrast with the earlier-mentioned Western 
notions of individual autonomy and hence warrant a re-examination of the 
issues surrounding power imbalance.

B. Effect on power imbalance

The effect of local culture alters the way in which Singaporean parties 
respond to power disparity. Generally, it serves to emphasise these ine-
qualities. At the same time, however, some aspects of culture counteract 
the negative effects of these inequalities such that power imbalance is not 
always a concern. 

(1) Accentuating power imbalances

A number of these characteristics can be seen to potentially worsen the 
problem of power imbalances.

The acceptance of hierarchy in society coupled with the ideology of 
placing society before self may lead to those with less power ceding to 
those with more power more easily. It is posited that in Singapore, these 
are likely to be along the lines of gender and seniority in terms of both age 
and rank.29 

b2405_Ch-01.indd   4b2405_Ch-01.indd   4 6/28/2016   6:27:39 AM6/28/2016   6:27:39 AM



Could Power Imbalance Be Power in Balance? 5

b2405 Contemporary Issues in Mediation“6x9” 

Face play may contribute to bringing about an unequal result as well. 
Someone in an inferior position may feel the need to give in to the wishes 
of the superior in order to give face to them and not aggravate the situa-
tion, especially where the other party is perceived as being in-group.30 
To do so would be proper behaviour.31 

Face concerns may also lead a person of higher status to demand a 
settlement that is more than he should reasonably obtain, in order that he 
preserve his face in a dispute.32 Such behaviour is plausible as the person 
is likely to have regarded himself to have lost face in having to come to 
the mediation in the first place.33 Further, the opposing party’s earlier 
transgression may result in him being considered an out-group, such that 
there is no obligation towards him anymore.34

Mediators who are from the same collectivist, hierarchical back-
ground may also not regard a settlement that satisfies more of the more 
powerful party’s interests as being unfair. Being used to the social distribu-
tion of power, they would be less wont to intervene for the purpose of 
equalising power between the parties.35 Furthermore, given the premium 
placed on harmony, they may regard the resolution of the dispute as having 
value that far outweighs the minor injustice of an imbalanced outcome.

(2) Counteracting negative impacts of power imbalances

At the same time however, the mutuality involved in certain characteris-
tics may act to ameliorate the likelihood of unjustness against the weaker 
party even with the existence of unequal powers.

On the flip side of the duty of obedience and respect to superiors is 
the reciprocal Confucian value of benevolence towards and even pro-
tection of the person in the junior position.36 If the superior does have 
such an approach, power imbalance between the parties does not result 
in exploitation but in fact helps the parties move towards a mutually 
beneficial resolution. 

Additionally there is the trait of granting compassionate treatment 
towards those regarded as part of their in-group. This follows from the 
strong obligations towards the group in collectivist societies. As men-
tioned above, unlike individualist cultures where in-groups can be easily 
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dropped and re-formed, collectivist cultures see themselves as greatly 
 committed to their in-groups.37 

These characteristics theoretically prevent any negative effects from 
impacting the power imbalance. However, it is unclear whether such mag-
nanimous Confucian behaviours will be upheld at a conflict scenario at 
the mediation table with regard to a junior.38 Further, the dispute may also 
have broken the superior’s view that the disputant is still part of the 
 in-group, at least for the time period. It is possible that the subordinate’s 
behaviour in behaving in such a way that gave rise to the conflict in the 
first place, and allowing it to escalate to this stage, would be considered 
unworthy of any reciprocal positive treatment.

(3) Possible scenarios and areas of concern

We must draw a distinction between the mere existence of a power dispar-
ity between the parties and its exercise in an abusive manner. Where the 
power imbalance remains merely “potential”,39 the problem of unjustness 
does not manifest. 

To sum up the above, the traits that emphasise and add to the effect of 
power imbalances are: the acceptance of hierarchy as a norm in society, 
the Confucian value of respecting superiors and, related to that, the social 
expectation of subordinates to give face to superiors, especially to those 
perceived as in-group, and of superiors to save their face by demanding 
more.

Cultural traits that reduce the effect of power imbalances by prevent-
ing exploitation even where power differential exists are: the reciprocal 
Confucian duty of benevolence as exercised by superiors towards subor-
dinates and, related to that, the social expectation of superiors to give face 
to and treat preferentially members perceived as in-group.

Diagram 1 depicts the various permutations that may result between 
an encounter between two disputants who fit into the Singaporean cultural 
framework proposed above. 

Cells with horizontal strips indicate situations that do not involve the 
exploitation of power even where one party is significantly stronger than 
the other. These situations are likely to be resolved harmoniously. 
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Cells with vertical strips indicate situations of great concern where 
power imbalance is likely to reach an abusive degree. In these cases, the 
Asian values that aggravate power imbalances are insufficiently counter-
acted by those that negate its negative effects.

Cell (*) indicates the worst possible scenario. This is where the senior 
does not buy into the Confucian ethic of showing compassion and also 
views the subordinate as an out-group and disregards any magnanimity on 
that accord, but the subordinate views the senior as in-group and acts in 
deference in accordance to Confucian norms, giving face and placing 
perceived group interests over his own.

Where parties regard the other as a member of an out-group, or do not 
adhere to the Confucian values (of either respecting superiors or being 
benevolent to subordinates), bargaining takes place according to Western 
norms where individual interests take priority. The analysis of current 

HIGH STATUS

Strong Confucian 
values

Weak Confucian values

Seen by other 
party as 
member of:

In-group Out-group In-group Out-group

LOW 
STATUS

Strong 
Confucian 
values

In-group Harmonious 
resolution

Harmonious 
resolution 

likely

Harmonious 
resolution

possible

Harmonious 
resolution

possible

Out-
group

Abuse 
possible

Acceptable 
negotiation

Abuse likely 
(*)

Abuse likely

Weak 
Confucian 
values

In-group Harmonious 
resolution

likely

Harmonious 
resolution

possible

Harmonious 
resolution

possible

Harmonious 
resolution

possible

Out-
group

Acceptable 
negotiation

Acceptable 
negotiation

Abuse likely Western-
style 
negotiation 
(#)

Diagram 1.  Mediation results matrix in Singaporean context.
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literature applies to such cases. The archetypical scenario (#) is indicated 
in the last cell. 

Unshaded cells indicate scenarios where exploitation of the weaker 
party is unlikely to occur. 

IV. The question of mediator intervention 

Given the altered picture of power imbalances in the Singapore context, 
how does it inform our consideration of whether and to what extent 
mediator intervention is acceptable and what forms it should take?

A. Acceptability of power imbalances

As mentioned earlier, the conventional view that has gone almost unques-
tioned is that power imbalances must be addressed. However, there are 
views that go against the grain, arguing that power imbalances in media-
tion are no cause for concern — in general but particularly in an Asian 
context.

One perspective is that power imbalances enable faster and better 
results in negotiation.40 Rubin and Zartman observed in a study that sym-
metry of power produces deadlock between the parties, and produced 
outcomes that are less mutually satisfactory and in a less efficient man-
ner.41 This would suggest that imbalances in a mediation should be uti-
lised and in fact leveraged on in order to reach the desirable outcome of 
settlement. 

It has also been argued that in an Asian context inequalities are 
“expected and desired” even in the context of mediation.42 Based on the 
Confucian conception of fairness and the high PDI in such countries, it is 
further asserted that any action to neutralise such imbalances is likely to 
be offensive to such parties because of the disruption of social relation-
ships.43 This would be the mediator, presumably from a country with a 
low PDI, imposing his own cultural beliefs of fairness.44 Commentators 
argue that this ethnocentric attitude is an unhelpful one.45 

Indeed, a disputant of low status and power may feel self-conscious 
in being prompted to assert his rights, especially where it may be 
rebuked by the superior or cause any loss of face to the superior 
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 himself.46 The possibility of face-threatening confrontation where a 
mediator actively attempts to help them fight for equality may also be 
uncomfortable since direct communication would not seem an appropriate 
response even where there is perceived injustice.47 

On the other hand, critics of the views above caution that mediators 
must not be blinded by the idea of cultural relativism, such that they allow 
outcomes of mediation that are not socially just.48 This suggests that inter-
vention in cases of power imbalance may still be appropriate. In fact, the 
mediator must do even more to work against such deep-set cultural norms.

It is suggested that a more considered stance is necessary rather than 
advocating a completely hands-off approach on the basis of the parties 
being of Asian culture or taking the other extreme in discounting the 
impact of culture altogether. It has been posited that Eastern cultures do 
not view power imbalance in itself as a problem, only the abuse of 
power.49 It is suggested that this would be a more a sensitive view appli-
cable to Singapore as well. Simply because inequality is expected by the 
weaker party does not equate to the unjustness of its effects being 
desired in a conflict scenario. At the same time, overwriting cultural 
expectations held by the parties in favour of the mediator’s own judg-
ment of fairness is unhelpful to all. The acceptability necessarily 
depends upon views as to the desirability of mediator neutrality as well, 
an issue that is beyond the scope of this paper.50 This author suggests 
that intervention, even in an Asian culture, must be acceptable where the 
situation is an exploitative one. 

B. Addressing power imbalances in a Singapore context 

(1) Desirability of guidelines

The extent of intervention ultimately depends upon the objectives of 
mediation. Low had identified three legitimate goals: preserving relation-
ships, promoting party autonomy and obtaining efficient settlements, 
while recognising that these conflict and there is no clear agreement as to 
how they should be prioritised.51 

The desirability for the implementation of guidelines in this area has 
been espoused by some commentators.52 If this were to be done, it is 
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important that the unique cultural context of Singapore be taken into 
 consideration. 

Local mediation centres have already shown some sensitivity in this 
regard. For example, the Community Mediation Centre has a diverse pool of 
mediators from different backgrounds and mediators are matched to cases 
according to the profiles of the parties.53 They also adopt a  co-mediation 
model, which reduces power imbalance where one party has one or more 
advantages in the areas of gender, race, religion and language. Further guid-
ing principles as to the presence of a duty to reduce power imbalance, the 
extent of this duty, and what actions should be taken is desirable. 

(2) Suggested points for consideration

The author proposes that the following points will be helpful if interven-
tion by the mediator is to be carried out. 

First, it is suggested that mediators in Singapore be alert to potential 
exploitative scenarios by being cognisant of whether the parties are behav-
ing in accordance with the Confucian values of respect and benevolence as 
well as whether they perceive the other party as an in-group or out-group 
member. This approach ensures cultural sensitivity, while acknowledging 
that not all parties may behave according to the “Asian rules”, especially 
in a conflict scenario,54 and that, at times, the rules of Asian culture may 
operate in a grossly unfair manner that necessitates intervention.55 

Second, any intervention must be executed through indirect communi-
cation, making sure to help parties save face. The Singapore culture is a 
high-context one, which has implications on the communication style pre-
ferred.56 An approach that protects the face and honour of the parties would 
engender cooperation, while being confrontational and insensitive to par-
ties’ face concerns will have the opposite effect.57 When it comes to option 
generation for example, it has been proposed that the mediator should be 
the one to propose ideas even where the idea was generated by the person 
in the junior position, and to propose it in a caucus if necessary.58

A focus on repairing and restoring relationships may be the key to 
preventing exploitation. It has been seen that the treatment of the sub-
ordinate by the person in the position of power is highly dependent on 

b2405_Ch-01.indd   10b2405_Ch-01.indd   10 6/28/2016   6:27:40 AM6/28/2016   6:27:40 AM



Could Power Imbalance Be Power in Balance? 11

b2405 Contemporary Issues in Mediation“6x9” 

whether the subordinate is perceived as being a member of an in-group or 
out-group. Where this perception can be altered, the problem of power 
imbalances can be avoided despite the existence of a power differential 
between the two. However, this may not always be possible to achieve. 

Finally, where intervention is executed with proper sensitivity, it is 
more than likely to be effective as parties will be receptive to a mediator’s 
interventions. Because of the high PDI in Asian cultures, mediators are 
seen to be of high authority so their recommendations will carry great 
legitimacy.59 Parties would also be inclined to give face to the mediator.

V.  Conclusion 

The area of power imbalance in mediation is a tricky one, which many 
commentators have weighed in on. Exploring it from a Singaporean lens 
adds a unique dimension to the issue as we see how its cultural land-
scape affects the dynamics of the relationship between higher- and 
lower-powered parties.

A more nuanced examination of how power disparities may play out 
moves us away from both the blanket imposition of the Western-centric 
approach towards the issue, and, on the other end, the simplified view that 
power imbalances are acceptable simply because Asian cultures are hier-
archical and prioritise group harmony. Instead, we see that in Singapore’s 
cultural context, power imbalance is power in balance only in certain 
 situations. 

There is some way to go before local consensus on the issue of appro-
priate mediator intervention can be reached. However, with a more sensi-
tive understanding of the topic, perhaps we can proceed to do so in a more 
culturally informed manner.
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