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An idea is a plan for action and — over the four decades of his career — former Judge and Commissioner Stephen Gaddis’s ideas about positive potential of the legal system have spurred him to a noteworthy amount of action.

Gaddis’s professional contributions have been numerous. Early in his career, he authored the proposal for the King County Volunteer Guardian ad Litem program in 1975, and he co-founded Northwest Mediation Services in 1978 and Children’s Legal Services in 1979. He served as one of King County’s first family law commissioners, beginning with pro tem work in 1980 and his appointment to the bench in 1981; as the first Unified Family Court commissioner in 1997; as a King County Superior Court Judge appointed in 1986; and as an adjunct professor of law at the University of Puget Sound (now Seattle University) Law School from 1985–90.

In addition, he’s served on drafting committees for amendments to multiple chapters of the Revised Code of Washington, particularly those within Title 26 (Domestic Relations), and as a co-drafter of King County’s local family law rules. He also has written many articles about family law and guardianship practice, and has presented at more than 250 continuing education classes. Outside of the legal arena, Gaddis has served on the board of Puget Sound Big Sisters, on the parish council for his church and on committees for Group Health.

Gaddis’s commitment to service also has been recognized explicitly in the form of awards and implicitly in his election to leadership positions. In 1986, he received the Family Law Judge of the Year Award from the Washington State Bar Association, and in 2001 he was designated a “Quiet Hero” by the King County Bar Association. His leadership positions have included chairing a number of committees, including the Executive Committee of the WSBA Family Law Section, the King County Superior Court Ex Parte and Probate Committee, the King County Superior Court Family Law Committee and the Washington State Child Support Schedule Commission, and in his role as vice chair of the Domestic Violence Task Force and Supreme Court Certified Professional Guardian Board. Gaddis has served as a trustee for the KCBA and for the Washington State Judicial College.

In response to the question of what accomplishments he is most proud, Gaddis cites his work with Judge David Soukup1 and Carmen Ray-Bettineski in setting up the first CASA (Court Appointed Special Advocate) program in the country, a program that has now been replicated in more than 1,500 jurisdictions across the country. Gaddis also is proud of his work in creating a mandatory mediation program for custody and visitation disputes, working on the statewide rules for protecting minor settlements and paving the way for certification of professional guardians.

A Seattle native, Gaddis was first intrigued by the idea of law practice as presented in the Perry Mason novels he read as a sixth grader. As Gaddis matured, so did his ideas about lawyering and the legal system. By the time Gaddis was in ninth grade, his interest in law grew beyond the detective work and courtroom drama portrayed in Erle Stanley Gardner’s novels to an interest in helping others, in working toward a larger good and in being involved with the law as way to promote justice and fair treatment for all.

Very interested in politics, Gaddis was elected and served as a precinct committeeman after graduating from high school. He then went on to major in political science at the University of Washington before attending the U.W. Law School. Admitted to practice in 1970, Gaddis’s first job out of law school was working as a law clerk and bailiff for Judge Soukup.

Following a tour in the Army, Gaddis returned to Seattle and went to work for Bernice Jonson. Gaddis credits Jonson with having elevated family law practice in this area and with being very empathetic in working with clients. Although he was hired to work on personal injury and real estate matters, Gaddis found that the firm’s family law caseload was such that he would be asked to assist on those matters, too.

Drawn by the opportunity to assist clients in a deeply personal area of law practice, Gaddis’s own focus shifted from civil legal work to family law. As family law practice developed throughout Washington, the position of family law court commissioner was created. Gaddis first applied in 1977 and was ultimately accepted for the position in 1979. Consistent with his earlier ideas about the importance of a just and accessible legal system, Gaddis fulfilled his duties as commissioner and volunteered in the many capacities mentioned earlier in this piece.

Of particular concern to Gaddis has been the issue of domestic violence and its effect on the family. His work on the issue includes his vice chair position on the KCBA-DV Task Force, the group that drafted the Domestic Violence Prevention Act of 1984. Even in his retirement from the judiciary, Gaddis has continued to consider how this issue can be addressed with respect to family law cases in the court system, as well as in private dispute resolution.

Over the course of his legal career, Gaddis has observed some interesting shifts in the legal system. In our larger culture, the family has become much more public than it was at the start of Gaddis’s career. Topics such as parenting, domestic violence and substance abuse are part of the public discourse and, as a result, family law cases are being handled differently. Gaddis has seen a shift toward clients participating more in their cases, whereas previously clients left counsel to represent them in their hearings and settlement conferences.

As our culture has shifted away from trying to minimize family law matters and “sweep them under the rug,” the challenge that has arisen is not so much conquering the stigma of being involved in a family law proceeding, but conquering the costs and challenges that come with a more complex practice area.

Looking to the future, Gaddis sees the greatest challenge as balancing the increased complexities of problems affecting families with processes that fit the needs and budgets of most families. Because very few families have the financial resources to support constructing a major case in court, and because of the harm that can result if they don’t, many families are looking for dispute resolution processes that are less expensive, work more efficiently and are no more complex than necessary.

On a positive note, Gaddis also has seen a shift in lawyering and conflict resolution. As compared to when he attended law school, he now sees legal training incorporate Chief Justice Warren Burger’s idea that lawyers can be healers, not just warriors, procurers or hired guns. Recently, Gaddis also has seen increased education of judges and decision makers regarding issues that families in conflict face. As a result of their increased awareness, these professionals are able to combine their expertise in the administration of law with a deeper understanding of how to aid a family in transition.

In September 2005, Gaddis retired after 25 years as a court commissioner and judge. Since then, Gaddis has continued to work toward his ideas of what a good legal experience — particularly in family law cases — can be. His retirement schedule also permits him to enjoy the things in his personal life that he is passionate about: his family, travel, photography and teaching.

In his work as a private mediator and arbitrator, Gaddis brings the awareness that conflict is an evitable part of life, a perspective of the law and legal system gained from 25 years on the bench, and a conviction that a process that increases the influence and involvement of the parties is the one that can best meet the unique needs of each family.

Speaking with Gaddis, he has a clear enthusiasm for the work he is doing now. His website — www.gaddismediation.com — not only includes basic contact information, it also contains pages of additional information about what mediation is, how Gaddis approaches mediation and what the benefits are to parties.

Informed by his years on the bench, Gaddis explains clearly and knowledgably that mediation could potentially offer a client many benefits:

· participation in the process; 

· an outcome based on a holistic (rather than issue-driven) view of the family; 

· an opportunity to be “heard;” 

· privacy in the resolution of very personal matters; 

· lower costs; 

· a complete resolution (or a plan to achieve complete resolution); and 

· a process wherein the primary goal is supporting the well-being of the family (as opposed to a goal of maintaining ritualistic consistency with prior decisions made for other families). 

Throughout his career, Gaddis has worked toward doing his part to improve the legal system, especially for families and vulnerable persons. His work to help give children, victims of domestic violence and incapacitated adults a voice — and a reliable process for getting that voice heard — has led to programs that have been duplicated across the country and have shaped the way that thousands of families and their lawyers experience family law cases.

If Gaddis’s history of acting upon his ideas carries forward into his mediation practice, disputants and their lawyers can expect that his innovative use of technology and his wisdom about human needs and motivations will similarly carry the practice of mediation forward. And, given that his youngest daughter has just entered law school, it is likely that Gaddis’s ideas about the positive potential of law practice will carry as far into the future as they stretch back in his own life.

1 Please see the March 2008 Bar Bulletin for the Profile of Judge Soukup: http://www.kcba.org/newsevents/barbulletin/archive/2008/08-03/profile.aspx.

2. Gaddis’ website is www.GaddisMediation.com and he may be reached at StephenGaddis@Comcast.net 
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