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ADR and the legal professions in planning and 
environmental disputes: strategic role positioning and 
institutional barriers
Sneha Bonomally and Andrew Agapiou

Department of Architecture, University of Strathclyde, Glasgow, UK

ABSTRACT  
This article investigates the limited uptake of alternative 
dispute resolution (ADR) among UK-based lawyers engaged 
in environmental and planning disputes. Drawing on a 
mixed-methods study comprising 120 survey responses and 
12 in-depth interviews, it explores how legal professionals 
interpret and negotiate ADR within a professional field 
structured by adversarial norms. Three interlocking themes 
are identified: institutional disincentives that discourage 
early settlement; strategic role positioning, in which lawyers 
align with adversarial expectations to preserve legitimacy; 
and ethical ambivalence, reflecting uncertainty about 
responsibility and procedural justice in informal forums. 
These findings challenge the notion that ADR underuse is 
simply a function of awareness or training deficits. Instead, 
they reveal deeper institutional and symbolic dynamics 
constraining ADR’s legitimacy in UK legal practice. The 
article situates these patterns within a broader sociological 
framework and contrasts them with successful ADR 
integration in Australia’s Land and Environment Court. It 
argues for a shift in professional norms and institutional 
support to normalise mediation as a credible and ethically 
grounded mode of dispute resolution in environmental law.
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1. Introduction

Alternative dispute resolution (ADR) mechanisms, particularly mediation, have 
long been promoted as efficient, flexible, and participatory alternatives to litiga
tion in environmental and planning contexts.1,2 Across common law jurisdic
tions, ADR is increasingly integrated into dispute resolution systems to 
enhance access to justice, reduce court burdens, and facilitate more consensual, 
context-sensitive outcomes.3,4 In the UK, however, the uptake of ADR by legal 
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professionals in planning and environmental law remains relatively low and 
poorly understood, especially when compared to more developed ADR 
frameworks in fields such as family or employment law.5,6

This article investigates how legal professionals in the UK interpret, deploy, 
and sometimes resist ADR in environmentally related planning disputes. It 
draws on a mixed-methods empirical study combining a national survey of 
120 legal practitioners with 12 qualitative interviews. The findings suggest 
that lawyers’ engagement with ADR is shaped not only by awareness or pro
cedural opportunity, but by a set of deeply rooted professional norms, insti
tutional disincentives, and ethical uncertainties.

These dynamics echo prior socio-legal scholarship on legal consciousness 
and professional identity, which highlights how lawyers navigate legal 
systems not merely as rule-followers, but as interpreters of legitimacy, risk, 
and authority.7,8,9 The argument I s developed in six sections. Following this 
introduction, Section 2 briefly reviews relevant literature on ADR in environ
mental disputes, including comparative developments in Australia. Section 3
outlines the study’s mixed-methods design, including data collection and ana
lytic frameworks. Section 4 presents the empirical findings under three the
matic headings: institutional disincentives, strategic role positioning, and 
ethical ambivalence. Section 5 offers a discussion of these findings within a 
socio-professional framework, with reference to Bourdieu’s (1991)10 concept 
of the legal field and Silbey’s (2005)11 account of legal meaning-making. 
Section 6 concludes by reflecting on policy and professional reforms required 
to reposition ADR as a credible and legitimate form of dispute resolution in 
UK environmental law.

In so doing, the article contributes to growing calls within the legal pro
fession literature for more context-sensitive analyses of lawyer behaviour and 
ADR uptake. Rather than treating ADR reluctance as a technical or cognitive 
gap, it argues for a deeper structural and cultural explanation – one attentive 
to the performative dimensions of legal professionalism and the institutional 
scaffolding needed to support change.

2. ADR, legal professionalism, and environmental disputes

A substantial body of literature has examined the role of ADR in legal systems, 
particularly its normative appeal as an efficient, interest-based alternative to 
adversarial litigation.12,13,14 In the context of environmental and planning 
law, ADR has been promoted as a mechanism for resolving complex, multi- 
party disputes where legal outcomes intersect with public values, scientific 
uncertainty, and long-term policy trade-offs15,16.

Empirical studies across jurisdictions have shown that when ADR mechan
isms are institutionally embedded – through statutory recognition, judicial 
encouragement, and procedural integration – they can lead to more durable, 
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participatory outcomes in environmental conflicts.17,18 The New South Wales 
Land and Environment Court, for instance, has been cited as a model for inte
grating ADR into judicial infrastructure, with trained mediators, structured 
case management, and formalised protocols that encourage early settlement.19

Such integration not only normalises ADR use but also fosters a cultural shift 
among legal practitioners.

By contrast, the UK’s planning and environmental dispute resolution frame
work lacks comparable institutional scaffolding. Although the Planning Practice 
Guidance refers to ADR, it does so without statutory mandate or procedural inte
gration. As Genn (2009)20 argues, the symbolic status of ADR within legal 
systems is shaped not only by its legal availability but by whether professionals 
are culturally and procedurally encouraged to use it. This concern is echoed by 
Douglas et al. (2022),21 who found that Australian lawyers were more willing 
to engage in ADR when it was embedded in professional practice expectations 
and supported by mentoring and judicial encouragement.

Legal professionalism is a key lens through which these dynamics can be 
interpreted. Classic accounts of professionalism conceptualise lawyers as auton
omous, rational actors providing objective legal advice.22 However, more recent 
socio-legal scholarship challenges this view, emphasising the performative, rela
tional, and institutional dimensions of professional conduct.23,24,25 Within this 
literature, the uptake of ADR is seen as conditioned by professional socialisa
tion, peer norms, and the symbolic capital associated with adversarial skill.

In environmental law, these tensions are particularly acute. Planning dis
putes often involve public authorities, developers, and community actors 
with asymmetric power, conflicting values, and a high degree of legal and tech
nical uncertainty. ADR’s flexibility and confidentiality, while advantageous in 
many respects, can also render it procedurally ambiguous and ethically con
tested.26,27 Critics have noted that mediation may entrench inequality when 
used in cases involving vulnerable communities, particularly in the absence 
of procedural safeguards.28,29

Comparative legal scholarship reinforces the view that successful ADR adop
tion is not merely a matter of legislative enactment but of institutional culture 
and professional role adaptation. For instance, in Canada and the Netherlands, 
environmental mediation has been more widely adopted where regulatory 
frameworks actively promote multi-stakeholder engagement and where legal 
professionals receive formal training in interest-based negotiation.30,31 These 
jurisdictions also tend to recognise ADR activity within court metrics and pro
fessional development standards, reinforcing its legitimacy.

The literature also highlights the role of legal education in shaping pro
fessional engagement with ADR. Studies suggest that UK law schools have 
been slower to integrate ADR theory and practice into curricula than counter
parts in Australia or the US.32,33
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This lack of early exposure reinforces adversarial thinking and narrows 
lawyers’ repertoire of perceived legitimate practices. As a result, even 
well-meaning practitioners may find themselves without the vocabulary, frame
works, or confidence to propose ADR in complex environmental disputes.

Taken together, the literature indicates that low ADR uptake in UK 
environmental disputes cannot be fully understood without attention to the 
broader professional, institutional, and cultural frameworks in which legal 
actors are situated. ADR is not simply a toolkit of techniques; it is a site 
of professional meaning-making and a mirror of legal system values. Under
standing how and why lawyers use – or avoid – ADR requires a socio-insti
tutional perspective that bridges legal process, professional identity, and 
normative uncertainty.

3. Methodology

This study employed a sequential mixed-methods approach to examine how 
UK planning and environmental lawyers engage with alternative dispute res
olution (ADR). In the first phase, a structured online survey was distributed 
to 200 legal professionals via specialist practitioner networks and environ
mental law groups. The response rate yielded 120 usable survey returns, pro
viding a quantitative overview of attitudes, experiences, and institutional 
contexts.

Building on the survey findings, the second phase involved semi-structured 
interviews with 12 practising lawyers selected for their experience in environ
mental and planning disputes. Interviewees were drawn from a range of prac
tice types and regions to ensure a diversity of perspectives. Thematic analysis 
was applied to the interview transcripts, using an inductive coding strategy to 
identify recurring patterns of reasoning, professional self-positioning, and insti
tutional references.

The combined approach enabled triangulation of quantitative and qualitat
ive data, enhancing the robustness of the findings. The analysis focused on 
understanding the symbolic and structural dimensions of legal professionals’ 
choices around ADR.

This study received ethics approval from the University of Strathclyde Ethics 
Committee (Ref. [redacted]). Participants were provided with written infor
mation and gave informed consent prior to data collection.

4. Findings

This section presents the results of our empirical research, identifying three 
core themes that shape legal professionals’ engagement with ADR in planning 
and environmental disputes. These themes emerged from a close analysis of 
survey responses and interviews and reflect the intersection of structural 
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disincentives, professional role perceptions, and ethical ambivalence. Together, 
they illustrate how institutional settings and normative expectations influence 
lawyers’ strategic choices and orientations toward non-adversarial dispute 
resolution.

4.1. Institutional disincentives

A recurring theme in both survey and interview data was the perception that 
institutional structures within the UK planning and environmental legal 
system actively disincentivise the use of ADR, particularly mediation. Partici
pants described a lack of procedural integration, financial incentives, and judi
cial encouragement, all of which contributed to a view of ADR as peripheral 
rather than integral to environmental dispute resolution.34,35

Several lawyers noted that ADR was rarely suggested by opposing counsel or 
judges, and even when proposed, was often treated as an optional and “non- 
serious” step. One senior planning barrister observed: “I’ve never had a judge 
in a planning matter encourage ADR. It’s available in theory, but no one 
really expects it to happen in practice.” This echoes critiques by Douglas 
et al. (2022)36 and Field (2006),37 who argue that without procedural endorse
ment or symbolic validation from the judiciary, mediation is unlikely to gain 
traction within legal practice.

A key disincentive cited was the lack of cost or procedural benefit to propos
ing ADR. While courts may in principle penalise parties for unreasonably refus
ing to mediate, such sanctions are inconsistently applied and rarely act as 
effective incentives38 (Genn 2009). As one participant explained, “There’s no 
tangible benefit to initiating mediation. If anything, you risk looking weak in 
front of your client or the other side.” This perception reinforces adversarial 
norms and deters lawyers from pursuing ADR even in cases where it might 
offer practical or relational benefits.

Time pressures and administrative expectations further compound this 
reluctance. Many respondents pointed to procedural deadlines and docu
ment-heavy requirements that privilege formal progression through planning 
appeals or judicial review. “Everything is geared toward timetables, filings, 
and appearances,” noted one junior lawyer. “There’s just no space carved out 
for informal dialogue.” As documented by Reimann (2020),39 bureaucratic rou
tines often marginalise deliberative processes in favour of predictable adminis
trative outputs.

Institutional cultures also play a role. Planning systems in the UK were 
described as “fragmented” and “overloaded,” with limited capacity or political 
appetite for experimental or consensus-based approaches. This is consistent 
with Healey (1997)40 view that the UK’s planning framework often privileges 
procedural control over participatory dialogue. A solicitor with experience in 
both Scotland and England observed: “In Scotland there’s a bit more openness 
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to dialogue in planning appeals, but it’s still seen as a deviation from the norm. 
The system isn’t built to support or reward mediation – it just tolerates it.”

These institutional features – lack of judicial leadership, absent procedural 
incentives, and bureaucratic inertia – created what one interviewee called a 
“low-trust, high-pressure” environment. In such a context, ADR is not resisted 
because of its principles but because the system fails to meaningfully integrate 
it. As one planning consultant working alongside legal teams put it: “If 
mediation had a box to tick on the appeal form and a cost benefit for the 
client, we’d all be using it.”

Overall, this theme supports findings in the wider literature on the underu
tilisation of ADR in public law disputes.41,42 Professional disengagement is not 
merely a function of individual reluctance or doctrinal uncertainty. Rather, it 
reflects a structural reality in which ADR lacks the institutional scaffolding – 
procedural, symbolic, and normative – needed to support its routine and legit
imate uptake in environmental legal practice.

4.2. Strategic role positioning

A second dominant theme in the data was the strategic calculus that lawyers 
engage in when deciding whether to propose or support ADR. Participants con
sistently reported that recommending mediation could be seen as reputationally 
risky, professionally ambiguous, and potentially at odds with the adversarial 
norms embedded in legal culture.43,44 Several practitioners expressed concern 
that clients equate assertiveness with effectiveness, and that proposing mediation 
may be interpreted as a sign of weakness. A planning solicitor with over 15 years’ 
experience explained: “Clients often want a bulldog. If you suggest mediation too 
early, they think you’re backing down.” This mirrors the findings of Lande 
(2005),45 who notes that clients often perceive litigation as a sign of legal serious
ness and mediation as a soft or secondary option.

Junior lawyers in particular reported being discouraged from promoting 
ADR due to reputational concerns within their firms. Decisions around 
mediation were typically made by senior partners, reflecting entrenched organ
isational hierarchies. One participant commented: “We might think mediation 
is a good option, but it’s not our call. Some senior colleagues think it’s a waste of 
time or too informal to be taken seriously.” These dynamics align with Som
merlad et al. (2015)46 observations about the status-driven, hierarchical 
nature of law firm cultures and the risk-aversion it generates among junior 
professionals.

Lawyers also described the performative dimensions of legal practice, in 
which adversarialism functioned as a script that demonstrated competence 
and control. Mediation, by contrast, was described as ambiguous and difficult 
to narrate within conventional legal frameworks. One lawyer reflected: 
“There’s no courtroom, no win. It’s just a discussion. Clients sometimes 
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think we’re not doing our job properly if we’re just talking to the other side.” 
This connects with Sarat and Felstiner’s (1980)47 analysis of the dramaturgical 
aspects of legal representation and the symbolic power of confrontation.

Another reason lawyers may resist ADR is the lack of institutional recog
nition for its outcomes. Interviewees described how success in litigation is pub
licly measurable – through judgments, costs awards, and client testimonials – 
whereas success in mediation is diffuse and harder to commodify. As one 
senior associate explained: “There’s a clear performance metric in litigation: 
you win or lose. With mediation, the success is harder to measure, and the 
effort is less visible.” This echoes Heimer and Staffen (1998)48 findings that 
the “invisible work” of collaboration is often overlooked in legal institutions.

These pressures are compounded by law firm cultures that valorise litigation 
and associate it with professionalism, status, and economic value.49 Without 
structural mechanisms for recognising and rewarding mediation work – such 
as internal metrics, CPD points, or client feedback tools – ADR remains sym
bolically undervalued.

Respondents also described adjusting their behaviour depending on the 
institutional context. While some lawyers reported using mediation more 
readily in community consultation or infrastructure disputes, they did so 
only where client support and procedural fit were clear. Otherwise, the 
default adversarial mode prevailed. As one barrister summarised: “We know 
ADR can work. But unless the system values it, we won’t risk our reputations 
to push for it.”

This theme underscores that ADR engagement is not just a question of legal 
knowledge, but of professional role performance and cultural framing. Strategic 
role positioning involves navigating risks, hierarchies, and expectations – many 
of which currently disincentivise routine engagement with ADR in environ
mental and planning law.50,51

4.3. Ethical ambivalence

The third theme that emerged from the interviews concerned a deeper ambiva
lence among legal professionals about the ethical boundaries and legitimacy of 
ADR, particularly in public interest disputes such as environmental and plan
ning conflicts. While many participants recognised the value of mediation in 
principle, they expressed uncertainty about its role in ensuring justice, account
ability, and democratic participation – especially when state bodies or large cor
porate actors were involved.52,53

One lawyer specialising in infrastructure disputes described a “moral 
discomfort” with mediating planning matters that involved controversial 
developments. “You’re essentially asking people to compromise on 
values – on greenbelt land, on habitats, on housing,” they explained. 
This concern reflects broader debates in ADR literature about the risk 
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of power imbalances and procedural informality obscuring structural 
injustices.54,55

Some respondents felt that mediation, in its informal and confidential 
format, lacked sufficient transparency for matters of public concern. A partici
pant involved in environmental inquiries commented: “There’s a danger of 
deals being done behind closed doors. Communities affected by decisions 
might not even know why outcomes were reached.” Such concerns align with 
criticisms by Picciotto (1997)56 and Bingham (2008)57, who caution against 
transplanting private dispute resolution mechanisms into regulatory or delib
erative processes without safeguards.

Additionally, ethical concerns were raised about the mediator’s role in 
shaping outcomes. Several lawyers described scenarios in which mediators 
appeared to nudge parties toward compromise even when legal issues remained 
unresolved. One solicitor noted: “It can feel a bit coercive, like the process wants 
a result more than it wants fairness.” This mirrors critiques by Delgado et al. 
(1985)58 and Astor (2007)59, who warn that mediation’s emphasis on settlement 
may prioritise efficiency over equity.

There was also unease about how ADR aligned with lawyers’ professional 
duties. Some practitioners questioned whether encouraging settlement might 
conflict with their obligation to act in their client’s best legal interests. 
Others, particularly those acting for local authorities, worried about their 
public duties being diluted by off-the-record negotiations. This tension 
reflects the longstanding challenge of reconciling adversarial professionalism 
with collaborative processes.60,61

At the same time, participants acknowledged that ethical concerns were 
sometimes used strategically to avoid engagement with ADR. As one lawyer 
admitted: “We sometimes invoke fairness or transparency concerns, but 
really we’re just more comfortable with what we know.” This suggests that 
ethical ambivalence is not solely principled but can be culturally embedded 
and selectively invoked.

Overall, this theme reveals the complex ethical terrain that lawyers must 
navigate when considering ADR in environmental disputes. While some con
cerns reflect genuine normative tensions, others are entangled with habit, 
risk aversion, and professional identity. As Lavi (2015)62 argues, the future of 
ADR in public law settings depends not only on institutional design but on pro
fessional reflexivity – a willingness to critically examine how ethical boundaries 
are drawn, defended, and sometimes resisted in practice.

5. Discussion

The findings from this study offer a detailed portrait of the complex pro
fessional dynamics shaping how UK-based lawyers engage with ADR in 
environmental and planning disputes. They also contribute to broader socio- 
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legal debates on legal professionalism, institutional inertia, and the contingent 
uptake of non-adversarial practices in adversarial legal cultures.

Firstly, the institutional disincentives identified in the data reinforce the 
insight that procedural design plays a crucial role in legitimising ADR within 
legal practice. Where mediation and other informal mechanisms are embedded 
into legal processes – as in the Land and Environment Court of New South 
Wales63,64 – lawyers appear more willing to endorse and use them. In the 
UK, by contrast, ADR remains an optional and externally motivated activity, 
often lacking procedural visibility and judicial encouragement.65 This 
confirms earlier work by Genn (2009)66 and Rundle (2012)67, who caution 
that without institutional routinisation, ADR is unlikely to be seen as a legiti
mate or safe strategy by legal professionals.

Secondly, the theme of strategic role positioning underscores how deeply 
lawyers’ actions are shaped by professional norms and reputational consider
ations. While legal educators and reformers often promote ADR as a technical 
skill to be taught, the data here suggests it is also a socially risky manoeuvre – 
one that challenges the conventional script of the lawyer as advocate and com
batant.68,69 This finding supports Boon et al. (2011)70 argument that legal pro
fessional identity is performed in relation to institutional audiences – clients, 
peers, senior colleagues – who reward adherence to adversarial norms and 
penalise perceived departures.

The third theme, ethical ambivalence, further reveals that professional disen
gagement from ADR is not necessarily driven by apathy or ignorance, but by 
genuine normative concerns. As the legal ethics literature shows, informal 
dispute resolution can introduce ambiguity in lawyer – client responsibilities, 
compromise perceptions of neutrality, and expose practitioners to reputational 
risk in the absence of clear codes of conduct.71,72 These findings mirror Tyler 
(1990)73 analysis of procedural legitimacy: if lawyers perceive informal pro
cesses as procedurally weak or ethically vague, they are less likely to recommend 
them – regardless of outcome efficacy.

More broadly, the findings highlight how ADR operates as a symbolic field in 
Bourdieu’s sense: a site of struggle over what constitutes authoritative legal 
practice.74 In the context of environmental law, this struggle is particularly 
acute because disputes often involve competing visions of public interest, tech
nical complexity, and diffuse accountability. Without an institutional frame
work that actively supports ADR – through training, procedural incentives, 
and judicial validation – lawyers default to familiar adversarial strategies not 
necessarily because they are best suited to the dispute, but because they best 
preserve professional legitimacy.

From a comparative perspective, the Australian experience offers compelling 
evidence that reform is possible when procedural and cultural incentives align. 
As Douglas et al. (2022)75 show, the presence of judicial case management, peer 
mentorship, and institutional guidance in New South Wales has helped 
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reposition ADR from a marginal option to a mainstream practice. These lessons 
may be instructive for UK jurisdictions, particularly in the devolved adminis
trations, where planning systems have more flexibility to experiment with 
hybrid or consensus-based dispute resolution models.

Building on the findings, this section reinterprets lawyers’ engagement with 
ADR using Bourdieu’s theory of legal fields, which conceptualises law as a 
socially structured space of positions and practices governed by internal 
logics of capital, hierarchy, and legitimacy.76 In this view, legal professionals 
operate within a field that rewards specific forms of symbolic and cultural 
capital – such as courtroom advocacy, technical mastery, and deference to pre
cedent – while marginalising practices that do not confer equivalent recog
nition. This framing helps to explain why mediation, although formally 
available, remains symbolically marginal in UK environmental legal practice. 
Lawyers’ reluctance is not merely a product of habit or conservatism, but a 
rational response to field dynamics in which ADR is weakly institutionalised 
and insufficiently valorised.

As Sommerlad (2007)77 and Faulconbridge and Muzio (2008)78 argue, legal 
professionals manage their identities in accordance with field expectations. 
When mediation lacks professional recognition or reward, its uptake can 
pose a reputational risk. In this sense, ADR represents not only an alternative 
procedure but a competing normative logic. Its uptake entails a shift in pro
fessional practice from adversarial command to collaborative facilitation – an 
ontological repositioning that many lawyers perceive as risky. This perception 
is compounded by the absence of institutional structures that reward ADR par
ticipation: for instance, time-based billing models rarely account for mediation 
preparation, and professional appraisal criteria seldom valorise outcomes 
achieved through informal settlement.

Further insight can be drawn from socio-legal work on legal consciousness 
and role performance. Silbey’s (2005)79 model of legal meaning-making 
suggests that lawyers understand law not simply as a formal structure but as 
a cultural system imbued with symbolic and ethical meaning. In this frame
work, resistance to ADR may reflect a broader dissonance between the norma
tive ethos of legal professionalism and the less rule-bound, outcome-oriented 
ethos of mediation. This is especially relevant in environmental planning con
texts, where outcomes often implicate public accountability and political 
transparency.

Moreover, the interview data show that lawyers’ strategic role positioning is 
often performative rather than purely instrumental. The decision to litigate – or 
to recommend litigation – is shaped not just by legal merit but by what it signals 
to clients, peers, and opponents. Mediation, lacking performative visibility, may 
undermine a lawyer’s professional credibility. This performativity perspective 
aligns with Goffman (1959)80 dramaturgical sociology, which highlights the 
importance of front-stage professional behaviour in sustaining legitimacy. 
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The implications of this analysis are twofold. First, ADR uptake cannot be 
addressed solely through awareness campaigns or training interventions; it 
requires a reframing of the professional rewards and recognition structures 
that govern legal practice.

Second, reform efforts must attend to the symbolic dimensions of pro
fessional identity. Institutional actors – such as courts, regulators, and law 
societies – must actively reposition ADR as a legitimate and prestigious prac
tice. Without this symbolic support, individual lawyers will remain hesitant 
to embrace ADR, even when they perceive its procedural and ethical value.

Finally, it is essential to recognise that field change is possible. As Bourdieu 
(2000)81 reminds us, fields are not immutable; they evolve through strategic 
action, institutional realignment, and shifts in symbolic capital. The experience 
of New South Wales, where judicial leadership and institutional incentives have 
elevated ADR’s status, shows that field transformation can occur when legal 
actors and institutions coalesce around a shared vision of legitimate practice.82

In the UK, similar reforms could begin with mandatory ADR training in plan
ning law courses, clearer professional guidance on ethical responsibilities in 
mediation, and judicial case management that signals ADR as a legitimate 
and expected step in resolving complex environmental disputes.

Conclusions

Beyond these institutional and professional considerations, the future of ADR in 
environmental disputes also hinges on cultural and epistemological shifts within 
the legal profession. For decades, adversarial reasoning has been valorised as the 
gold standard of legal competence. This adversarialism is underpinned by a Car
tesian logic that separates law from politics, emotion, and context. Mediation, by 
contrast, is holistic, interest-based, and often relational – requiring lawyers to 
navigate not only legal norms, but interpersonal dynamics, community expec
tations, and environmental values. This shift in epistemology is not trivial; it 
requires a reorientation of legal identity and practice.

Moreover, environmental and planning law often straddles the public – 
private divide. Mediation in this space is not just about resolving private disputes, 
but about shaping community futures. This presents an additional challenge for 
legal professionals accustomed to thinking in terms of legal rights rather than 
public values. Yet, it also offers an opportunity. Lawyers who embrace mediation 
in these domains can help construct new professional narratives – ones that 
prioritise stewardship, intergenerational justice, and collaborative governance.

The study’s findings suggest that a reframing of legal professionalism is not only 
necessary but possible. For this to occur, reform efforts must align across three 
axes: doctrinal, institutional, and symbolic. Doctrinally, ADR must be understood 
as a form of justice in its own right – not merely an expedient shortcut. Institution
ally, ADR pathways must be resourced, monitored, and procedurally integrated.
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Symbolically, the act of mediating must be reimagined as a practice that 
enhances, rather than diminishes, professional legitimacy.

In sum, this study has highlighted the complex, culturally embedded reasons 
why lawyers may resist ADR in environmental disputes. It has also pointed to 
multiple levers of change: education, institutional design, ethics, and leadership. 
By attending to the professional structures and meanings that shape legal 
action, it is possible to envisage a future in which ADR is no longer marginal, 
but central to how lawyers help shape sustainable, participatory, and just 
environmental outcomes.
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