Time Out for “Time Out”
No matter what their method is, a mediator’s job is to facilitate a conversation between parties in order to come up with solutions that both parties can agree to whether it results in a handshake or a lawsuit. As we know, it can be very hard to facilitate a conversation when people are literally screaming at each other. Some of the language said in the passion of conflict may not make any sense at all, or it could be offensive to you. In these situations, it is not uncommon for a mediator to call “time out” for the session, attempting to settle both parties down and re-assess the new information. While this practice seems like it is helpful, the truth is that calling a “time out” is self-serving to the mediator, and should only be used as a last resort.
A “time out” is designed to create a break the action, allowing for a break in the session to re-organize everyone’s thoughts. What often times actually happens however is the mediator has felt like they have lost control of the session, and needs to re-establish this control in order to facilitate more effectively. This is self-serving because the mediator is taking an action strictly for their own benefit, without consideration for what the parties need.
The argument could be made that the parties can benefit from a “time out”, but it will do more harm than good.  A “time out” is a demand of the parties, and not a request, and this can damage the mediation process. First, a “time out” can be considered patronizing coming from the mediator. This can be the case especially when a party is fighting back from another party’s dominance. Second, it is impossible to know if stopping the mediation abruptly will be helpful or harmful to the parties, especially without asking their permission. A “time out” can take all of the wind out of the sails of the natural mediation process, and can stop its momentum on a dime. While the mediator is re-evaluating the new information, the parties could be ignoring the mediator, waiting to jump on their next point, or even be animosity toward the mediator for getting in the way of their progress.
The best thing to do during a heated exchange would be to wait for a natural pause when all parties have said what they felt like they needed to be said. If they fall back into old habits, then that observation can be shared when the parties have exhausted themselves. The mediator should be focused on what’s being said, because often times, what is said during those shouting matches can lead to root components of the dispute. Instead of pausing to take a deep breath, it is wiser to take the deep breath first, and then dive right into the heart of the conflict. 

