Geneva Negotiation Day

General notes:

The AFA-Forum for International Negotiation took part in the conference ‘Geneva Negotiation Day’, which took place at the Geneva Centre for Security Policy on February 11th, 2008. The conference was organized by the Geneva Centre of Security Policy and the International Institute of Applied System Analysis (IIASA), based in Laxenburg near Vienna. As the conference was an exclusive one, we would also like to express our sincere gratitude for the invitation and engagement in Forum’s activities to the Mr Ariel Macaspac, the coordinator of the event, an academic member of IIASA and a friend of the Forum.

The feature of the conference:

The conference combined both a theoretical and systematic analysis of international negotiation processes and the practice of international negotiation on various issues. The conference was divided in two parts. In the morning, each invited panelist gave a lecture on a specific topic, starting with a more theoretical and formal part before continuing with practice-oriented lectures including discussion sessions. In the afternoon, the conference participants visited an individual discussion group led by a panelist to deepen their knowledge on the subject, before being reconvened for the closing plenary with a report of each discussion group. In the afternoon, the participating member of the Forum took part in the group ‘Formal model and international organization’ by Prof. Rudolf Avenhaus.

Most of the participants came from the Permanent Missions to the United Nations Organizations in Geneva, Geneva-based NGOs and IOs, as well as students and professors in the field of international studies.

Summary of the lectures:

1. ‘Some Basic Elements of Negotiation Analysis’ by Prof. Victor Kremenyuk
The five basic elements of negotiation analysis: power structure, strategies, process of negotiation, actors and outcome are covered by three aspects of negotiation. First, a negotiation can be seen as instrument of a certain policy. These elements can be observed in the strategy set (strategy set is a bundle of actions, such as demands, concessions and tactics) of the negotiation, aiming at specific outcome. Actors and values upheld by the actors have a significant influence on the strategy set. Different actors might lead to very different strategy sets - despite the very same policy goal. E.g. long-lasting peace processes that in which series of governments and negotiators with different values and ideologies are involved can be best analyzed from this aspect. Second, a negotiation can be seen as decision-making process, whereby actors, their values and willingness to come to a conclusion, the power structure and the outcome of the negotiation are the main elements of analysis. Third, a negotiation can be regarded as a communication channel with the aim of information exchange. Sometimes countries do not really know their position on and interests in the issue, and need more information in order to be able to deliberate national strategies. The issue of security-related effects of global warming gives us a good example of the informative and alerting function of negotiation.

2. ‘Why states cooperate: Negotiation and Cooperation’ by Prof. William Zartman


‘Cooperate’ means that states agree to work together to create new gains at some costs, and sometimes both to avoid free riding (gains without costs) by others, as well as to prevent altruism (losses without utility). The reasons why states cooperate from a negotiation point of view can be explained from three perspectives: behavioural school - interdependence in international relations, evolution theory and state system as market.


 Depending on states’ behaviour, interstate cooperation can take different forms. A more ‘sociable state’ would look towards justice, norms, ‘cooperation-in-us’, reputation and institutionalization of regime, and, at the negotiation table, would emphasize the building of mutual trust, prolongation of negotiation and cooperation, and forward-looking policy, but also the abolishment of past misunderstandings, thus also backward-looking policy. Such a state would have a larger propensity towards mutual concessions and binding law. Whereas, a more ‘self-interested, self-identified’ state would look at an interstate cooperation as a ‘cooperation-for-us’ that would increase effectiveness and efficiency in foreign policy, and consider negotiations and cooperation as an ad-hoc instrument. This kind of state has a rational tendency to defect and to become a potential free rider. Evolution theory stresses the importance of kinship and group-identity in international relations. The feeling of belonging to a group gives more security while negotiating with other states. We can therefore observe that states try to find a consensus within a group and to foster a group identity through concession reciprocity (cooperation-for-us) and mutual altruism (cooperation-for-us), before group enter into negotiation with other groups. Finally, in a global system that resembles a market, states act like economic subjects fighting for resources or customers, competitors and business partners who cooperate in many ways. International negotiation in such a business environment can be analyzed as different kinds of business games. International trade agreements represent a good example for this aspect, as they can be regarded as ‘coordinating games’ in which a ‘mutually-hurting stalemate’ or deadlock is avoidable.

3. ‘Formal models and international negotiation’ by Prof. Rudolf Avenhaus (summary of both morning and afternoon session)


Formal models in game theory can be used to explain the process of international negotiation, presuming rationality of the actors. The outcome of the negotiation is equal to an equilibrium of the game. As game theory has been developing, many sophisticated models are used to explain more complex negotiations. In general, however, formal analysis of international negotiation is largely limited due to several reasons: first, the multilateral character of negotiation can hardly be modeled, while incomplete and imperfect information and sequential decision-making process in negotiation process already complicate the analysis of the game; second, in order to model negotiations, important but however scarce information is required, such as pay-offs of the actors (how to identify and quantify real objectives and expected benefits of negotiators), the whole sets of strategies (e.g. what are all the options of concessions) and, in the case of games with incomplete information, types of the actors; third, it is difficult to model external constraints to the negotiation, such as principles in international law.


Given these limitations, game theory can largely explain negotiation only ex-post, and seldom be normative. Nevertheless, formal models are normatively used in negotiations in which these difficulties do not appear, such as in international trade negotiations where benefits resulting from a certain tariff rate can be easily calculated, and where strategy set consists of different levels of tariff rates or in the current negotiation on the codification of the law of the sea or even the negotiation on the conflict on the atomic programm of Iran.

4. ‘EU-NATO relations as a negotiation experience’ by H.E. Ambassador Franz Cede


Negotiations between EU and NATO are an ongoing and seemingly never-ending process between negotiators with significantly different values, strategy sets and sometimes even contradictory objectives. Despite the consensus that EU and NATO need to coordinate their actions and launch a comprehensive defense cooperation scheme, the results of negotiations can be an obstacle to the development of a long-term strategic partnership between the EU and NATO. This confusing and instable relationship can be traced back to several difficult negotiation rounds, where the parties’ contrasting factors becomes visible: asymmetry in functions, structure, scope of task, military and political weight; conceptual difference (among members of both parties – e.g. concept of GASP for EU members, and inconsistencies in US foreign policy for NATO – and between EU and NATO); competition and duplication of tasks; and difference of strategy sets.

5. ‘Negotiating sustainable development: the case of environmental good and service in the Doha round’ by Prof. Gunnar Sjöstedt


Negotiating sustainable development in the Doha round means reconciling economic progress and free trade with social welfare and environment. What constitutes difficulties in negotiating sustainable development in free trade can be classified in three categories. First, the actors have different view of the use of integrating the concept of sustainable development into free trade. A division can be drawn between developing and developed countries, whereby the view of some leading developing countries and newly industrialized economies totally differs from developing countries with the latter stressing the aspect of capacity building and technology transfer through the integration of sustainable development into the free trade. Second, the process of negotiation does not create trust among parties, as the OECD countries ‘rush’ through the process of agenda setting, formula finding and detail wording without having sufficiently consulted with other parties. Third, the structure of the WTO system (e.g. different rules for different groups of goods and services) poses additional constraints on the negotiations.

6. ‘Negotiating conflict: External interventions in African Conflicts’ by Mr Mark Anstey


Negotiating conflicts in Africa involves many aspects that are different from negotiating conflicts elsewhere. One of the most important issues that every mediator or negotiator should bear in mind is that conflicts in Africa are usually a state-building related type of conflict, sometimes very time- and resource-consuming and often influenced by external factors such as ethnicity, resource scarcity and a weak state. Negotiators or mediators should be prepared for a long-term engagement and have a multi-track, comprehensive and systematic approach that can also solve the problem in its roots. They should also be equipped with sufficient resources and authority in order to assure the trust of conflicting parties and the implementation of agreed results, and to deter mixed-motive negotiations or attempts to delay outcomes. Most importantly, negotiators must be acceptable to all parties. In this regard, according to Mr Anstey’s experience, negotiators from western countries are comparatively less welcome due to the colonial past, while UN mediators are too slow and under-resourced, and mediators from eastern countries still possess little tradition and experience of being mediators in African conflicts.
