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INTRODUCTION 
When the Covid-19 pandemic hit and millions of people lost their jobs, housing experts 
predicted that a dramatic increase in evictions would follow. To prevent large numbers of 
people from becoming homeless during the pandemic, the Governor of Illinois instituted a 
moratorium on evictions on April 23, 2020. After multiple extensions, it was lifted on October 3, 
2021. The state also funneled funds to the Illinois Equal Justice Foundation (IEJF) to disburse for 
the purpose of reducing the expected surge of evictions when the moratorium ended. Some of 
those funds were granted to Resolution Systems Institute (RSI) to explore the possibility of 
expanding the use of mediation for eviction cases in courts in northern Illinois. RSI spoke with 
the Deputy Trial Court Administrator of the 17th Judicial Circuit of Illinois, serving Winnebago 
and Boone counties, about starting a virtual mediation program in that circuit. The Deputy Trial 
Court Administrator was enthusiastic about the idea, being concerned about the expected 
surge of evictions that would flood the court once that moratorium ended. The 17th Circuit 
eviction judge also agreed to the program. RSI later received additional funding from IEJF to 
develop and administer a program in Winnebago County. Boone County was not included 
because it was a less populous county with few eviction filings and the court wanted to 
prioritize Winnebago County.  

At the time RSI started working with the 17th Circuit to develop the program in July 2021, the 
courthouse was closed to the public and federal and state funding was available for rental 
assistance. These two factors were intrinsic to the design of the resulting eviction mediation 
program.  

The court launched the program on September 16, 2021. The program involves referrals to 
rental assistance agencies, with video mediations conducted via Zoom.  Mediations began in 
earnest in early 2022.  

This report discusses the process of developing and implementing the program, as well as the 
reasons behind the program’s design. It also lays out the challenges and successes experienced, 
as well as changes the court and RSI made in response to the challenges the team encountered. 
The report is based on interviews conducted between March and May 2022 with:  

• The eviction judge 
• RSI’s Associate Director (associate director), who was heavily involved in program 

development and implementation  
• RSI’s Eviction Mediation Program Manager (program manager) 
• The Virtual Eviction Program Coordinator (program coordinator) 
• The Eviction Mediation Programs Assistant (program assistant) 
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Through these interviews, it became apparent that greater communication with and 
coordination of program partners, along with more outreach to landlords and tenants, would 
have helped the program to be more readily accepted. After launch, flexibility and creativity led 
to the program coordinator taking on a new role, which those involved believe has improved 
service provision. 

 
PLANNING FOR THE PROGRAM 
Mediation Program Context and Overview 
The mediation program was conceived as a partner service to rental assistance.1 Winnebago 
County had the benefit of two agencies that could process rental assistance applications quickly 
and that could have representatives present at the court call. Because rental assistance was 
readily available to most tenants, the judge decided to refer cases to rental assistance first, 
then authorize mediation for cases in which the application was denied.   

As parties could attend court via Zoom, the program needed to be designed as a remote 
process. To maintain the court’s eviction timelines, services needed to be provided quickly, with 
rental assistance application and mediation, if needed, occurring within a month. Because 
limited funding kept staffing to a minimum, the program was also designed to be administered 
remotely. 

Funding 
The program is funded by the Illinois Equal Justice Foundation (IEJF), which had three grant 
cycles for eviction mediation programs within a year as it received more funds from the state. 
For the first round of funding, which started in September 2020, RSI obtained a grant to 
develop and administer a program in a different jurisdiction (the 16th Judicial Circuit), and to 
explore the expansion of eviction mediation to other courts in northern Illinois. With that 
funding, RSI contacted the 17th Judicial Circuit, among others, to gauge interest in a program 
and get its commitment to establishing one if and when IEJF held another grant cycle. RSI then 
obtained funding from the second grant cycle, in June 2021, for the 17th Circuit program as well 
as a for a program in the 21st Judicial Circuit. The grant provided funds for one program 
coordinator for both programs. RSI obtained funds from the third grant cycle in December 2021 
for a program assistant and an eviction mediation programs manager for all three of RSI’s 
eviction mediation programs.  

Mediators are paid via a separate IEJF grant to Dispute Resolution Institute (DRI) in Carbondale, 
Illinois. The grant funds both the payments to mediators and DRI’s administration of the 

                                                      
1 State and federal funds have been made available that provide eligible tenants up to $25,000 to pay past and 
future rent. The county disburses the funds, which are sent directly to the landlord. 
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payments. The program coordinator sends invoices weekly to DRI, which then remits payment 
to mediators.  

Planning Process 
Initial outlines for the program were established when the Deputy Trial Court Administrator, 
the eviction judge and RSI’s executive director discussed the possibility of a remotely 
administered program during the first round of grant funding. The Deputy Trial Court 
Administrator was enthusiastic about starting a program. The eviction judge was skeptical that 
the program would work because landlords and their attorneys would not participate, but he 
agreed to give it a try and was very supportive of the program. Once funding was secured, 
program development began in earnest, and the judge, along with the Deputy Trial Court 
Administrator were integral to the planning process. The rental assistance agencies were also 
involved in the planning process.  

 RSI had just developed an eviction mediation program in the 16th Judicial Circuit, serving 
nearby Kane County, and was able to use what it learned from that experience in developing 
the 17th Circuit’s program. Together with the court, RSI adapted the 16th Circuit’s rule governing 
the program, as well as the forms that would be 
needed. The court rule was shared with Prairie 
State Legal Services before it was approved by the 
circuit judges for the 17th Circuit and sent to the 
Administrative Office of the Illinois Courts for 
expedited approval.  

RSI was understaffed and had little time to 
coordinate with program partners for input during 
the development phase.  

As part of the planning process for the 16th 
Judicial Circuit, RSI had determined what data 
would be needed to efficiently and effectively 
monitor and evaluate the program as well as to 
provide funders the statistics they required. The 
same data was to be collected for the 17th Circuit, 
using the same case management and outcome 
tracking software. The same party surveys were to 
be used as well. See Appendix A for a list of data 
collected for this program.  

Comments 
Ideally, RSI would have made a more concerted 
effort with the court to bring together program 

PROGRAM PARTNERS 
 

17th Judicial Circuit 
     Provides logistical support 

Resolution Systems Institute 
    Administers the program 

City of Rockford Health and Human 
Services Department 

Provides rental assistance to city 
residents 

Winnebago County Emergency Rental 
Assistance Program (WCERA) 

Provides rental assistance to county 
residents 

Legal Self-Help Center 
Helps landlords and tenants navigate 
the process 

Dispute Resolution Institute 
Pays mediators  

http://www.illinois17th.com/local-rules/part-2-00-judicial-administration#0218
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partners and representatives from the plaintiff’s bar and legal services during the program 
planning phase to obtain their input on how the program should function. This collaboration 
could have yielded a coordinated outreach effort among the involved parties and helped to get 
the word out to landlords and their attorneys about the benefits of the program. 

Outreach and Information 
Just before the program launched, the eviction judge and the program coordinator met with 
the local landlord association to inform landlords about the program. Although, according to 
the judge, many landlords expressed a distrust of the program at the meeting, the judge said 
that some of them have since told him the meeting was helpful because it allayed some of their 
fears that the program would delay evictions or was designed in favor of tenants.  

In addition, the court distributed a media release to reach a wider audience, particularly 
tenants. The court and RSI also put together the notice about the program that is included in 
the summons the tenant is served informing them of the eviction filing. It lets the tenants know 
about the program and offers links to legal services, financial services and helpful information. 

The court does not have information on its website about the program. However, it does 
provide information about rental assistance. The court rule is posted on the site, but is difficult 
to find.  

Comments 
Outreach and information is an essential part of any court program. Parties and attorneys need 
to be informed of the program and to understand how it will benefit them if they are going to 
accept and use it. They also need to know how to navigate the program. For this program, the 
judge noted the outreach to landlords was helpful in allaying landlord fears about the program. 
Outreach to the plaintiffs’ bar would have been similarly beneficial, while outreach to 
organizations that help tenants may have helped to spread the word about the program and its 
benefits to those facing eviction.  

The court did well to require the inclusion of a flier informing tenants of the availability of 
rental assistance and the mediation program. Giving tenants this information may reduce 
default judgments; tenants see they have options and have an incentive to act. It would also be 
helpful to include information on its website about the mediation program that includes what 
the program is, how it works and how it is helpful to both parties. 

Staffing and Mediators 
The mediation program is administered by the program coordinator, who also administers the 
21st Circuit eviction mediation program. She is supervised by the programs manager, who 
supervises staff for all three RSI-administered programs, and is assisted by the programs 
assistant, who also assists in RSI’s two other programs.  
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The 17th Circuit requires mediators to have liability insurance. This requirement has limited its 
roster to fifteen mediators, all of whom are experienced mediators who received a remote two-
hour training on eviction issues from the Center for Conflict Resolution in Chicago. This number 
has been more than sufficient for the number of mediations being held. By rule, the mediators 
are paid $250 per four-hour block. In practice, only one mediation is being scheduled per block, 
which meant mediators are being paid for each mediation session.  Mediator payments are 
handled by Dispute Resolution Institute, a non-profit mediation organization in southern Illinois 
that received funding to pay eviction mediators around the state.  

Comments 
The original configuration of three part-time staff – programs manager, program coordinator, 
program assistant – was later modified when it was determined that a full-time coordinator 
could better focus on continued communication with the court and program outreach.  

PROGRAM PROCESS 
Court Process 
The court process for eviction cases starts with the landlord filing for eviction and serving a 
complaint and summons on the tenant. At the time of the filing, an initial hearing is scheduled 
and the date is included in the summons. Landlords are required to include a flier with the 
summons that informs the tenants of the mediation program and provides contact information 
for the program coordinator.  

One judge hears all eviction cases. Eviction hearings are held twice a week, on Mondays and 
Wednesdays. Parties can attend in person or via Zoom, with most parties participating via 
Zoom. The bailiff and the judge are in the courtroom with a computer monitor placed on the 
bench for them to interact with those who participate via Zoom, and a 70” monitor on the wall 
so in-person parties can see those participating on Zoom and Zoom participants can see those 
participating in person. The rental assistance representatives and the program assistant attend 
via Zoom. On Monday and Wednesday mornings, a mediator attends the call in person in case 
the judge wants to refer parties for same day mediation. As of the end of April 2022, he had not 
made any referrals to a same-day mediation.  

At the initial hearing, the judge determines whether the case should move forward and sets a 
status hearing 28 days later. If all paperwork is in order at the status hearing, the judge 
schedules the case for trial. If not, he schedules another status hearing.  

When the parties’ case is called and the eviction judge determines that the eviction was filed 
due to non-payment of rent, the judge refers the parties to rental assistance and at the same 
time he authorizes the parties to mediate, letting them know that mediation will help them if 
rental assistance does not go smoothly. He then spends time explaining these resources. He 
asks the tenants for their phone number and then reads out the phone number so the rental 

http://www.illinois17th.com/images/GO3.10-RR-3_Winnebago_Flyer_09162021.pdf
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assistance representative and the mediation program coordinator can contact them later. The 
rental assistance representative tells the tenant they will call them within a day. If the tenant 
has already applied for rental assistance, the representative from the agency is present and can 
let the judge know the status of the application. The program assistant also takes notes on the 
cases so that she understands what issues are involved in the case, such as the landlord stating 
they will not accept rental assistance, and how much back rent is owed. This helps the program 
coordinator to manage the case and the mediation. The judge also refers some cases directly to 
mediation. (See “Mediation” below for more on this.) 

Occasionally, a party objects to the mediation referral because they are not comfortable with 
Zoom. In those cases, the judge may conduct a quick, informal “mediation” from the bench in 
which he attempts to help the parties settle their case.    

At the second hearing, if the tenant has been approved for rental assistance and the parties are 
waiting for the check to be processed, the judge most often dismisses the case without 
prejudice, though sometimes he will accede to a landlord’s request to continue the case until 
the funds are received. At this hearing, the program assistant will also inform the judge if one of 
the parties did not fulfill their responsibilities – for example, the tenant or the landlord did not 
respond to the program’s multiple attempts to contact them to schedule mediation. This 
information helps the judge to determine a course of action.   

Comments 
The program coordinator found the referral process to be helpful in general. She can get the 
information she needs to contact the parties during the court hearing and has good 
communication with the rental assistance agencies. However, she noted that the judge 
authorizing mediation rather than ordering it gave her little leverage to induce the landlords to 
mediate. Although the local court rule states that landlords must participate in mediation if the 
tenant wishes to participate, the program coordinator encountered considerable resistance 
from the landlords when scheduling mediations when they had not been ordered to do so by 
the judge. 

The program coordinator also noted that waiting until the tenant’s rental assistance application 
has been denied to schedule mediation leaves little time to mediate before the next scheduled 
hearing. She and RSI’s associate director both indicated that mediation could be helpful for all 
cases in which rent is an issue, even if the status of rental assistance is not known. An 
agreement about what would happen if rental assistance is approved or denied would provide 
clarity to both parties about future steps and reduce their anxiety.  

Party Assistance  
As noted above, representatives from Winnebago County Emergency Assistance Program and 
Rockford Health and Human Services Department attend the first hearing via Zoom. Generally, 
they contact referred parties within a day to start the application process. 
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In the first months of the program, referrals to mediation were scarce; the judge referred most 
cases to rental assistance and mediation was not needed if the tenant’s application was 
approved. In response to this lack of referrals, the Deputy Trial Court Administrator determined 
that it would be beneficial for the program coordinator to track cases that the judge referred to 
rental assistance, and the program coordinator agreed. The program coordinator now contacts 
the rental assistance agency a week after the hearing to be sure the tenant has submitted their 
paperwork. If they have not, the program coordinator contacts the tenant to see if they need 
help completing the application. If the tenant has submitted their paperwork, the program 
coordinator asks the rental assistance agency for the status of the application and contacts the 
landlord and tenant for mediation if the application was denied. In addition, the program 
coordinator can identify cases in which cases might not be resolved despite the approval of 
rental assistance and for which mediation would be suitable. The rental assistance agencies 
may also contact the program coordinator when a problem arises, such as the landlord refusing 
to sign the paperwork. In all these instances, the program coordinator contacts the parties to 
propose mediation based on the judge’s authorization of mediation for each case referred to 
rental assistance.  

Comments 
Both the judge and the program coordinator have seen the value of the program coordinator 
following up with tenants who have been referred to rental assistance. Both noted that this 
helps move the cases along. The program coordinator also found that this helped her to identify 
cases that would benefit from mediation. 

Mediation 
Mediation is available for residential eviction cases, which in Illinois can involve both rental 
units and homeowners’ associations. Parties are not eligible until the eviction has been filed. If 
the tenant decides to mediate, the landlord or their attorney must attend the mediation. If they 
refuse to mediate, or do not attend, the program coordinator files a non-cooperation report 
with the court, letting the judge know that the landlord did not comply with the court rule. The 
consequence is that the case may be dismissed or further delayed to allow for mediation.  

When the program first launched, if the landlord filed a 5-day notice, which is based solely on 
non-payment of rent, the judge referred the tenant to rental assistance and at the same time 
almost always authorized the parties to mediate in case rental assistance was not approved.  As 
time wore on, the judge noted that more cases were coming back in which rental assistance 
had been provided, but back rent was due again and the landlord wanted the tenant to move 
out. He has started referring those cases directly to mediation rather than to rental assistance 
so the parties could agree on issues such as the terms under which the tenant would move out.    

A week after the judge refers the parties to rental assistance or to mediation, the program 
coordinator contacts the rental assistance agency to which the tenant was referred to find out 
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what the status of the application is. If the tenant has been denied rental assistance, she 
contacts the landlord and tenant to schedule a mediation, reaching out to the landlord because 
they are more likely to have a restricted schedule than the tenant, who usually says they can 
mediate at any time.  

Mediations are generally scheduled between 8:30am and 3:30pm on weekdays. They are 
allotted 90 minutes and generally take between an hour and two hours. Mediation takes place 
via Zoom. Most attend the Zoom mediation by video, but some call in on their phone. The 
landlord or their representative must attend, as do all named tenants.  

The program coordinator starts the Zoom mediation. When everyone is present, she reads the 
confidentiality agreement and asks all participants to verbally agree. She then turns off her 
video and microphone and listens for any concerns unless she must attend a court call or has to 
step away for another reason. If she has a particular concern while monitoring the mediation, 
she texts the mediator suggestions about what to do, though this is a rare occurrence. If she 
cannot monitor the mediation, she gives the mediator and parties her phone number in case 
they need her.  

The mediator starts in joint session with an explanation of the process and then keeps the 
parties together, asking the tenant to speak first, followed by the landlord or their attorney. If 
necessary, the mediator will meet with each party separately, moving to a “breakout room” to 
do so.  

If the parties reach agreement in the mediation, the mediator ideally writes up the agreement 
while the parties remain on Zoom. More often, however, the parties come to a verbal 
agreement before signing off Zoom, after which the program coordinator helps the mediator to 
write up the agreement terms. The program coordinator then emails the agreement to the 
parties for their electronic signature via Docusign. If the parties do not sign the agreement at 
the time of the mediation, the program coordinator instructs them to inform the judge they 
have an agreement at their next court hearing.   

After the mediation ends, the program coordinator debriefs the mediators, which she says is 
usually a chance to go over how to write up the terms of agreement and for the mediators to 
give her the other paperwork for the mediation, which includes the confidentiality agreement 
the parties signed and the mediator report for the court. She emails the signed agreement, if 
there is one, to the judge and a court administrator, along with the mediator report. The 
program coordinator also emails the parties an invitation to complete an online post-mediation 
survey and submits mediator payment requests to DRI.  

Comments 
The program coordinator has found the mediation process to run smoothly.   
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CHALLENGES AND KEYS TO SUCCESS 
Challenges 
Staffing was the biggest challenge during the planning stage. Grant funding initially was not 
sufficient to hire a staff member focused on managing the eviction mediation programs. RSI’s 
Associate Director was tasked with shepherding the development of two programs and 
supervising another, along with his other roles. This did not leave him enough time to forge 
relationships with the judge and program partners or to conduct outreach to the landlords or 
plaintiff’s bar prior to the program’s launch.  

The judge and the program coordinator both noted that landlord and landlord attorney 
resistance has been a challenge. As noted earlier, the two held a meeting with the local 
landlord association, in which the landlords expressed a distrust of the program. It was due to 
his belief that the landlords would not participate that the judge was initially skeptical that the 
program could be successful. He has since changed his mind as landlords and their attorneys 
have begun to see the benefit of the program.  

The RSI staff mentioned the lack of mediation referrals as a challenge. They acknowledged 
that the reason for the lack of referrals was a good one: most parties were being referred to 
and receiving rental assistance and therefore did not need to mediate payment issues. 
However, they also noted that mediation could be used to reduce uncertainty about the 
outcome of rental assistance: what happens if rental assistance is denied or is not sufficient?  

The short time frame is another challenge for the mediation portion of the program. Having to 
wait for the rental assistance application process to be completed leaves little time for the 
program coordinator to contact the parties and schedule mediation if rental assistance is 
denied.  

Keys to Program Success 
RSI’s associate director noted that the court’s great interest in developing the program was 
essential to the quick timeline from first contacting RSI to launching the program. In 
particular, the Deputy Trial Court Administrator’s high interest in the program and the eviction 
judge’s openness to it helped to smooth the way for the program to launch. The Administrative 
Office of the Illinois Courts also quickly approved the court rule, giving provisional approval that 
allowed the program to move forward, rather than having the rule go through its normal 
approval process. 

In addition, RSI’s experience setting up the 16th Judicial Circuit’s program months earlier helped 
to speed up the process. The court rule only needed minor modifications to suit the 17th 
Circuit’s needs and the processes for both programs were similar. RSI was also fortunate to be 
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able to hire an experienced program coordinator, who had been administering a foreclosure 
mediation program for RSI. This helped get the program running smoothly faster.  

Evolving the program coordinator’s role has been an important aspect of the program’s 
effectiveness. The coordinator taking on the role of fostering the tenants’ efforts to obtain 
rental assistance has helped parties navigate the process and has improved service provision. 
Service provision itself has been a key to success. The county and city rental assistance 
programs have been efficient and effective in processing rental assistance applications and 
transferring funds quickly to landlords. Mediation, has worked well, according to the program 
coordinator. She also notes that the mediators generally do a good job and the mediation 
process usually works without a hitch.  

In addition, communication has been essential. both the program coordinator and the program 
assistant indicated that good communication with the rental assistance agencies made it 
easier to manage cases and promote mediation use. The judge noted that communication 
from program staff helped him to make more fully informed decisions about cases. RSI’s 
associate director and the program coordinator both said that communication with the Deputy 
Trial Court Administrator helped the program become more robust and effective.  

The judge’s support of the program and his explanations of mediation to each party when he 
refers the case has also been a success, according to the program assistant. She rarely has to 
explain the process to parties when she contacts them to schedule mediation because they 
already understand. This saves her a lot of time. The judge’s individual explanation is better, 
she says, than in other courts, where the judge explains mediation at the beginning of the court 
call, when many people are not listening.  

Use of text messages to contact parties has also been successful. Both the program 
coordinator and the program assistant noted that they were more likely to receive a response 
when they texted parties than when they emailed them or left a voicemail.  

 

LESSONS LEARNED 
Coordinating program partners is essential  
Due to lack of staffing, RSI could not take on the role of coordinating program partner 
communications and needs during program development. According to the associate director, 
this meant that there was more landlord resistance to the program than in another circuit 
whose eviction mediation program RSI helped develop, in which there was ongoing 
communication among the program partners and the incorporation of their perspectives into 
the program rule and process. In that program, attorneys for landlords and tenants, as well as 
representatives from the rental assistance agencies and court staff, met regularly before 
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program launch to discuss program development and after the program launched to discuss 
any issues with the program and its processes.  
 
Communication is essential 
The program coordinator and the program assistant both indicated that the open 
communication with both rental assistance agencies is essential to the smooth running of the 
program and ensuring that those who need mediation are offered the opportunity. 
Communication with the judge is also necessary. The judge initially referred cases to mediation 
based on a narrow set of criteria. The program coordinator and program manager have been 
discussing with the judge the benefits of mediation in other circumstances.  
 
Judge support is key 
The judge promotes use of the program both by informing the parties of the resources available 
to them and strongly encouraging parties to attend mediation.  

Tenants need help obtaining rental assistance 
Not all tenants are capable of navigating the process of obtaining rental assistance, particularly 
in the short timeframe required by the court’s eviction process. The program coordinator has 
found that she often needs to explain to tenants what they must do to apply and to follow up 
to be sure they do so in a timely manner. In addition, she often must explain to tenants what 
the status of their application is as they do not always understand their situation.  

Good program administration is important 
The judge indicated that the program coordinator’s follow up with tenants about their efforts 
to obtain rental assistance has helped to move parties through the application process. The 
program coordinator indicated that this case management has allowed her to identify cases 
suitable for mediation and has led to more cases being mediated.  

Meet with landlords before the program launch 
The judge noted that outreach to landlords helped to assuage landlords’ fears about the 
program, reducing resistance to it.  

Evolve the mediation program 
The program may not work the way originally planned, or the original plan may not lead to the 
most effective provision of services. In this case, the judge’s desire to wait to mediate cases 
until after rental assistance was denied led to a need to reconfigure the program coordinator’s 
role.  

 
CONCLUSION 
The mediation program has evolved to be more responsive to the specific needs of both the 
courts and the parties. Those interviewed indicated that the keys to making this approach 



 

13 
 

successful are good communication among all involved entities, the eviction judge’s support 
and good case management. The eviction judge advises other judges to approach mediation 
with an open mind and to design the program in a way that fits their circumstances.   
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APPENDIX A: DATA NEEDED FOR EVALUATION 
 

Information Needed Source of Information 
Case Information 
Case number Court hearing 
Case type: HOA, Rent, Other Court hearing 
Judge Court hearing 
Mediator Case management form 
Household Information 
Zip Code of residence in question Tenant or landlord intake form 
Tenant household Size: Number of people over 18 Tenant intake form 
Tenant household size: number of people under 18 Tenant intake form 
Tenant demographics: race/ethnicity, age, gender, 
education, income 

Tenant intake form 

Service Referrals  
Rental assistance Case management form 
Financial/housing counseling Case management form 
Legal services Case management form 
Mediation Outcomes 
Agreement: Full, partial, none Mediator report 
Pay and stay (eviction avoided) Mediation agreement 
Move out date negotiated Mediation agreement 
Rental assistance accessed Mediation agreement 
     Rental assistance amount Mediation agreement 
Security deposit returned Mediation agreement 
     Amount of security deposit Mediation agreement 
Repairs made Mediation agreement 
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