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INTRODUCTION

You are  now about  to  undertake a  very  special  task  as  mediator  in  the  most 

challenging field of peacebuilding. 

Mediators have three distinctive roles:

 Informational: information is the currency of conflict. You will get, reveal, 

reframe, transfer, hide and analyze information. Through your management 

of the information the warring parties will trust or untrust you, as well as 

their perception of reality will be influenced or at least challenged by you. 

 Procedural: Mediators lead the negotiation process. You will lead meetings, 

propose a pace to the process, arrange interactions between the parties and 

between them and other actors, lead the formalities, the agenda and propose 

solutions. 

 Influential: Your  task  cannot  be  achieved  without  intensive  use  of 

persuasion,  you  will  try  to  make the parties  realize  that  a  settlement  is 

always a preferable solution over war and remind them of that during the 

whole process, and especially in situations of crisis.

(Walter, Barbara, 2002:14) 

Before you continue reading this,  you have to think of yourself  as a leader of 

change  (Whitney  &  Trosten-Bloom,  2010).  Negotiations  is  a  change  agenda 

(Fishter & Ury, 2011),  the process of transforming a situation, from one of bad 

relationships into one that enables the parties to satisfy their interests as much as 

possible taking into account the needs of  the other.  It  is  the path of  changing 

behaviors  and  patterns  of  thought.   The  goal  of  any  efficient  negotiation  is 

producing a wise agreement, if agreement is possible, i.e an agreement that lasts 

since the needs are met. 

The process  is  not  easy  for  the  parties,  but  it  is  certainly  not  easy  for  you. 

”Squashed as he (she) is between so many interests, it is often an uncomfortable 

job” as Martin well describes it (Martin, Harriet. 2006:xi).

In this manual,  you will  find academic research that will  help you navigate the 

negotiation process. As a support to the theory, there will be experienced-based 

reflections  that  will  provide  thoughts  about  unexpected  outcomes  of  certain 

procedures and advices. To further strenghten the experienced-based knowledge 

and analysis of the theory, the ongoing peace negotiations between the Colombian 

government and the leftist guerilla FARC will serve as a scenario from real life, 

containing many, if not all, of the situations you will encounter in the field. 

The three parts in which the manual is divided consist of the three principal stages 
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of negotiation process: 

• the analysis of the conflict 

• planning for a good procedure 

• the discussion of the substantive issue

A well informed and skillful mediator can be of great help to solve conflicts. Some 

lessons are to be learned through the vast litterature in the field, other skills are 

intituitive and you will develop them through experience. 
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TO THINK OF

BEFORE

YO GO
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THE MANDATE

Who are you and who is sending you? What are you supposed to do? 

People at the ground will try to get an answer to each of those questions, and by 

people it is meant both parties in conflict as well as other interested groups in civil 

society. You must know the answers since they are the  framework of your work. 

The ”who”:

This question can be divided in two: who is sending you or who are you offering 

mediation on behalf of? And who are you? 

Who is sending you or who are you offering mediation on behalf of? 

Svensson and Wallensteen argue that the mandate of the international mediator 

influences his/her style (Svensson & Wallensteen, 2010:xi). ”No mediator ends up 

by  chance  in  a  conflict”  (Svensson  &  Wallensteen,  2010:13).  International 

mediators enter the conflict with a specific and often well delimited mandate. The 

source of the mandate can be external or internal, i.e, given by a third-party actor 

such as the international community, or by one or both parties in the conflict. Each 

of these situations will require different approaches. 

Although the basis of mediation is that peace processes are voluntary (Whatling, 

2012:22) there might be times when the international community decides it has to 

intervene in a conflict, for instance, because of the high humanitarian costs. But 

there  are  different  representants  for  the  international  community:  international 

organizations are either regional or global, and the nature of source of the mandate 

will have an impact on the mediation process. The United Nations in its turn can 

send mediators with the support of the UNSC or by mandate from the Secretary 

General. The UNSC mediator might have a major political support, but on the other 

hand, depending on the conflict, the SG mediator might get more legitimacy or be 

able to build trust from the parties easier, since his reporting would only be to the 

Secretary General. 

There are occasions in which one of parties  or all parties involved reach out to a 

mediator (a country, an organization, a Research Institute). You are then an internal 

mediator. In this case, there is a positive sign that at least one of the parties is 
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 The  Palme  Mission  in  Iran-Iraq  I  gained  more 

credibility from the parties when it distanced itself from 

the Security Council, which was seen as biased against 

Iran.  The  Secretary  General,  Javier  Pérez  de  Cuéllar 

supported this separation, which was appreciated in Iran 

and helped the task of freeing the Western hostages in 

Lebanon, a crisis situation that would have been difficult 

to sort out under the UNSC mandate. 



seeking a negotiated solution to the conflict. Your task is to forward the message 

and try to convince the other side of the good will of the sender. At the same time, 

this situation requires your subtleness since you are having the risk of beeing seen 

as biased in favor of your sender. Building trust will be of crucial importance in the 

primary phase approaching the parties. 

The ”what”:

There are four dimensions to the what. 

Scope: an inclusive or exclusive scope. Who are you supposed to invite to the 

negotiation table? Mandates usually are clear on this point but they can change 

depending on how the conflict or negostiations evolve. 

Method: a fostering or a forcing approach. This refers to the mediator trying to 

influence the parties to negotiate or not (Svensson & Wallensteen, 2010:17). In 

some cases, conflicts are not ripe for mediation, but you as mediator will be sent to 

signal to the parties that there is a window of opportunity if they want to talk. A 

fostering  approach  aims  at  convincing  the  parties  that  their  best  option  is  to 

peacefully  settle  the conflict.  It  is  about creating momentum.  In  the Colombian 

case, Cuba has had this role, offering the logistics, support and mediation. On other 

occasions, the international comunity decides there is a need to settle the conflict 
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Guarantors and accompaniers in Havanna:

After six months of secret talks in which shuttle diplomacy with an internal 

mediator was used, the FARC and the Colombian Government announced in 

August 2012 that they had chosen Cuba and Norway as  guarantors of the 

peace process  to  start  in  October  the  same year.  The guarantors  were 

chosen on the basis of trust, being Norway famous for mediating in other 

conflicts and Cuba for offering mediation to the parties during a long time. 

These  guarantors  were  given  a  facilitating role,  i.e:  they  would  create 

favorable conditions for the process. It was decided that the talks would 

officially be open in Oslo in October 2012, and would continue in Havanna, 

where the negotiation delegations have been stationed since then. 

As accompaniers the parties chose Chile and Venezuela. Here, it is assumed 

that each party chose an accompany TO whom it identified ideologically 

with. This means, that the parties trust the accompaniers.  

In this case, the process should have good odds: 

- The parties themselves initiated the process

- The parties themselves chose the mediators (the who) and crafted their 

mandates, facilitation (the what)

- Trust in the mediators is guaranteed from start



because of the high costs in terms of human suffering and additional problems. 

This mandate is likely to be designed for a forcing style of mediation, where you 

will have to use the leverage at your disposal, such as threats or deadlines, to 

bring the parties to the table. 

Mode: a  confidential  or  an  open  style  of  mediation?  Issues  of  secrecy, 

transparency, openness. How open are you allowed to be? In the Colombian case, 

the guarantors and accompaniers very seldom say something in the press. The 

deal seems to be that the parties themselves will talk in press meetings while the 

negotiations are held behind closed doors in a hotel in Havanna. The mediators 

became visible when the peace process was in danger in May 2015, due to the 

army's bombing raid of FARC camps which led the guerilla to end the unilateral 

ceasefire held from December 2014. The mediators clearly made use of the media 

to try to influence the parties to stay at the table in spite of the confrontation and 

asked even for a bilateral ceasefire. The headlines went: ”The countries acting 

guarantors  ask  for  making  efforts  to  save  the  peace  process”1 in  the  biggest 

national journal El Tiempo (27th May 2015) and ”Mediators Norway and Cuba call  

for cease-fire in Colombia” in the Venezuela based regional TV-station Telesur, 

watched in many parts of Latin America (28th of May 2015).

Focus:  What is your mission? A sustainable peace or ending the violence? The 

mandate will tell you if you have to address peace and justice or just peace. In the 

conflict resolution field, the issue of addressing questions of justice is known to be 

one of  the most  difficult  in  peace negotiations (Darby & McGuinty,  2003:328). 

Some scholars talk of the ”peace first”-approach (Darby & McGuinty, 2003:212), 

arguing that securing a settlement is a prerequisite to address issues of justice in 

the future, and that pushing for accountability in the negotiation table have the 

imminent  risk  of  not  getting  an  agreement  at  all.  This  is  a  narrow  style  of 

mediation. A wide style of mediation would target a comprehensive deal that can 

secure a lasting peace. A more robust settlement. 

All these four dimensions form together your mediation style. 

Reflections based on experience after exercise:

The process of mediation requires creativity. If your are sent to mediate or the 

1 For all news sources in Spanish, the translations are made by the author of this manual. 
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Experienced  mediators,  as  Mr.  Lakhdar  Brahimi,  UN  mediator  in 

Afghanistan  and Iraq during the Bush Administration,  stresses that 

issues of justice are not the issues he pushes at the negotiation table. 

”If  you  accept  these  kinds  of  jobs,  you  go  and  mediate  between 

warlords, faction leaders, bandits, all sorts of people, people whom 

the human rights purists want to see hang. What I tell them is ”Let me 

finish, and then go ahead and hang them”. (Martin, Harriet. 2006:25)



parties ask you to mediate, it means that the parties are locked up in a pattern of 

behavior that does not let them find a solution by themselves. Intervening as a 

mediator, you will have to innovate, propose a new procedure to manage and solve 

the conflict. A mediation mandate, while good to have, can lock you up as well. If  

the  mandate  is  very  specific  and  you  don't  feel  that  you  have  a  space  to 

accomodate to the situation on the ground, this might become a serious problem. 

Always make sure that your communication channel with the mandate giver is open 

and fraternal, that you feel that you can propose changes. Do not accept too strict 

a mandate since the conflict dynamic might change an so will have the mediation to 

do. 
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PART I

ANALYSIS

OF THE 

CONFLICT 
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Map the Conflict

Assess the conflict

Your first step is to  analyze the conflict  thoroughly. Answer the question: what 

does this conflict unique? (Smith & Smock, 2008). 

The are two dimensions to the conflict analysis: 

1.-  The  conflict  itself:  focus  on  understanding  the  causes  of  the  conflict,  the 

parties, their interests and incompatibility. It is this incompatibility that lies at the 

heart of the conflict and that you are going to lead the parties to find solutions to. 

2.-  The  context  in  which  the  conflict  unfolds:  there  are  usually  more  actors 

besides  the  warring  parties.  The  civil  society  organizations,  the  media,  the 

neighboring countries,  local  leaders of  opinion,  etc.  Who are they and in  what 

sense could they help you in your strategy to solve the conflict? Or in what way 

could they sabotage the process? 

CONFLICT ANALYSIS

Analyze the conflict itself Analyze the context of the conflict 

 Understanding what the conflict is 

about

 Understanding  the  actors  and 

their interests

 Understanding the larger conflict- 

other actors?

 Understanding  sources  of  power 

and leverage

Analyzing the layers of the conflict should give you important information to design 

your mediation strategy. 

The conflict itself:

Understanding what the conflict is about starts at looking at  the causes of the 

conflict. Conflicts have history, a trajectory and have changed over time (Smith & 

Smock, 2008). 

Using conflict analysis tools you should answer the questions:

 What is the issue?

Is  it  power?  territory?  Sovereignty?  Religious  or  ethnic  identity?  Control 

over resources? 

 What are the parties' positions (what they say) and what are their interests 

(what they might not say)? 

The causes of the conflict can go long back in time. The Colombian case is an 

example of an intractable conflict. It has officially going on since 1964 when the 
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two leftist guerrilla groups FARC and ELN were formed. But the narrative of the 

conflict varies according to whom you ask. Some scholars and the guerrillas would 

say that the current armed conflict is one more in the chain of violent conflicts in 

the country. The guerrillas say they formed because of lack of participation for 

people outside the elite's  parties,  and the social  inequality.  That would be the 

issue. From the government's side and other scholars, the current conflict started 

in  1964  when  ”terrorist  groups”  were  formed,  supported  and  inspired  by  the 

events  of  the  cold  war.  The government  does  not  refer  to  the  causes  of  the 

conflict  as  being  lack  of  political  participation  or  social  inequality.  The  issue 

according to that side is the terrorist violence. 

You will  differentiate the parties'  positions from ther  interests when looking at 

their preferred solution. The position is what they want.. The underlying interests 

corresponds to the answer to what their needs are. 
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A word on intractable conflicts: 

They are based on long lasting and deep divisions. The underlying causes of 

these conflicts can be several and interwoven and go long back in time. 

It is important to underestand the causes because they are the source of the 

instensity of the conflict and its intractability (Hauss, 2003). 

As a mediator, you will need to understand the different historical narratives 

that  the  parties  give  of  the  underlying  causes.  In  these  narratives  the 

interests  are  hidden,  and  also  the  resentment,  the  pain,  the  perceived 

damages. Identity-based conflicts tend to be intractable, because they have 

to  do  with  the  people's  sense  of  themselves,  of  who  they  are.  People 

consolidate an identity in relation to others, and sometimes conflicts give 

fuel  to identity  forming processes (”we” against  ”them”).  ”The historical 

narratives become part of the conflict itself” (Hauss, 2003). 

Some scholars argue that among the underlying causes to these conflicts are 

unmet  human  needs  such  as:  belonging,  well-being,  participation  and 

security (Hauss, 2003). 

To address the underlying causes of intractable conflicts you need to work 

on two levels:

- address the unmet human needs

-  address  the  emotional  side  of  the  conflict:  the  fear,  the  hatred,  the 

demonization  process  of  ”the  other”.  Here,  efforts  at  reconciliation  are 

required. It is of major imortance to build in long-term mechanisms in the 

agreement, which will continue to work even after settlement. For example 

the need to find a common narrative through Historical Commissions, Truth 

and Reconciliation Commissions and other initiatives of reconciliation. 



Parties are stuck to their positions because they perceive that letting go of them 

will  be  seen  as  a  sign  of  vulnerability,  that  they  are  giving  in.  Revealing  the 

underlying interest  can also  be interpreted by  the  parties  as  revealing  private 

information, and information is the currency of conflict. 

A  good  method  to  understand  the  actors  and  their  positions  and  interests  is 

storytelling. Let them tell you the story from their perspective first. It is important 

that you listen to one party at the time, before you meet them both at the same 

time. Listening to their stories will give you information while having an effect on 

the confidence building part. When people feel listened to, they feel confortable, a 

good listener is a characteristic you should not underestimate. 

When meeting the parties together, the storytelling method will reveal the dynamic 

between  them,  what  does  upset  one  party  more?  Where  do  they  agree?  The 

nuances in meaning, feeling and tones in the conversation will central aspects to 

the conflict for you. Having listened to them before they meet, can also allow you 

to pose relevant questions in the joint meeting. 

Understanding  the  actors  and  their  interests,  needs  and  fears  answers  the 

questions:

 who is involved?

 How is the conflict affecting the involved parties?

 What are their needs and fears?

(Cornelius & Faire, 2011).

You can use a map where you list every party involved and what their respective 

needs and fears are (Cornelius & Faire, 2011).  Seeing the needs and interests 

written down, you will have a visual representation of the conflict that facilitates 

identifying the most wise outcomes a solution should have. A wise solution is the 

one that meets the needs of the parties involved, to the greatest extent. 

Listing the fears will give you a hint of how you have to navigate the process. Is it 

”losing face” that is the greatest fear of one party? ”People are motivated to move 

towards what they want and to move away from what they don't want” (Cornelius 

& Faire, 2011). Needs and fears will be the signs in the route towards a solution or 

a package of solutions. Move towards meeting the needs, be careful with what the 

parties fear!

Finally,  but  not  less  important:  actors  are  not  unitary.  In  rebel  movements, 

governments, and other warring organizations, there is a system of hierarchy and 
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factions. The mediator has no say in who is going to represent the parties at the 

table, and here, it becomes important to know what kind of people you are dealing 

with,  which  are  their  positions  within  the  movement?  Are  there  spoilers  or 

potential spoilers at the table? Are there factions that are more prone to negotiated 

solutions? Understand the divisions within the parties, and their way of reasoning. 

You might have allies within the parties!

Reflections based on experience after exercise:

In  long-lasting  conflicts,  the  positions  can  harden,  obscuring  the  underlying 

interests even more. The parties tend to become their position, which will make it 

difficult for the mediator to find acceptance for a good solution, even if the solution 

14

How many attempts at peace efforts have been?

In the Colombian case, every mediator should study first the previous 

attempts at peace process with the FARC, and peace negotiations with other 

guerrilla groups. Some Colombian scholars count to 10 peace attempts, 

counting from the time before the guerrillas (Ramírez, Orozco. 2012). Many 

Colombians remember especially two: the peace process with the guerrillas 

of M19, when one of the compromises was the writing of a new constitution 

for the nation, with a more inclusive approach. Colombia then became a 

multiethnic nation according to the Constitution of 1991, and mechanisms of 

participation where established. Changes and amendments to that 

constitution have been made since that time, but the M19 became a political 

party and abandonned the arms for good. 

The second one is the El Caguán process in 2001. A demilitarized zone the 

size of Switzerland in the easter planes received the negotiation delegations. 

This attempt under the conservative government of President Andrés 

Pastrana, did not progress and was interrupted the 21st of February 2002, 

when the president let the military take over the zone. The official narrative, 

that also the media has taken, is that the process did not progress because 

of the lack of will of FARC. The guerrilla on its side, says that the process 

did not progress because parts of the elites did not want to negotiate and 

instead armed paramilitary groups. 

The version that dominates in the media is that the FARC lacked will, and 

that they used the demilitarized zone to re-arm themselves. This trajectory 

of the conflict is important to know of for a mediator, since the reason why 

the negotiations are taking place in Havanna are related to the bad 

reputation that the demilitarized zone was given in the media, which 

influenced Colombian's view of a typical failed process. 

This is the third time the Goverment and the FARC seat down and talk. This 

time abroad, and with the military confrontation going on. 



is  the  best  deal  the parties  can get  to  satisfy  their  interests.  An international 

example of this case is the Turkish/Greek island of Cyprus. The president of the 

Turkish  part  of  the  island,  Rauf  Denktash,  blocked  for  a  long  time  any  UN 

mediation effort that did not give his side what he wanted: a new state (Martin, 

Harriet. 2006:29-64). 

Identify soon if this is the case. You will need to use more persuation than usual 

and refine your methods of using leverage!

The method of storytelling is effective but as usual, it has to be handled carefully. 

It helps to get things aired and create empathy, but in the joint meeting there is 

risk for escalation. Be prepared to handle a heated debate, keeping the balance 

between the airing of the conflict and rising aggressivity. You are there to control 

the situation and should not expect the parties to be able to control themselves. 

Plan in advance a strategy to calming down the parties! For example: breaks. 

In listing needs and fears, you can do it by yourself first, so that you get your own 

picture of the conflict. But it is wise to show your picture to the parties, one at the 

time and then to the parties together. The exercised-based experience shows that 

there is a tendency in the mediator to find the common ground when mapping the 

conflict. This should not happen yet. It is important that you see the disagreement. 

Show your map to the parties, it will be an outsider's perspective which can help 

the parties see their conflict from a different light. This exercise can also help you 

check if you have understood the parties right. Part of the assignment of assessing 

the  conflict  is  making  reality  checks all  the  time,  so that  you don't  create  an 

artificial picture of the conflict. Allthough reframing the affirmations of the party is 

a good thing to do in a later stage, the parties want to see their words reflected in 

the picture of the conflict;  their needs and fears being expressed as they feel 

them. Try not to put your own words, you will need your reframing skills later, for 

sure!

The context of the conflict: 

The warring parties are usually not the only actors in a conflict. There is the civil  

society with its organizations,  the media, local and regional  leaders of opinion, 

multinational  companies,  people  making  a  living  from  conflict  economy.  Your 

analysis should be contextualized. 

Who  is  going  to  support  a  mediation  process?  Who  would  oppose  and  even 

sabotage your efforts? How are you going to handle it?
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”... conflict analysis should provide a contextualized understanding of the conflict 

and answer questions of strategy: at what level to engage, how to gain leverage, 

and on whomto focus efforts” (Smith & Smock, 2008). 

Peace movements can be powerful allies for you as mediator. Isolating them from 

your efforts might turn counterproductive. They also understand the conflict from 

an inside perspective (since they suffer the consequences of the confrontation), 

and their informal character, i.e non-governmental, allow them to be more creative 

in finding solutions. It is a good advice to check your ideas of the conflict with the 

indigenous  peace  movement,  if  there  is  one.  Look  for  unions,  student 

organizations, women organizations, political parties, victim organizations etc. The 

peace movement might well be abroad, don't miss the diaspora!

Regarding the media, there is a growing understanding that the media can be an 

active actor in the conflict through hate media, as it was the case in the genocide 

in Rwanda. Analyze the media. Where do people get their information from? What 

is the mainstream media composed of? Is it private media or state media? Who is 

allowed to give opinions? In recent years, there has been a boom in alternative 

media channels, from tv-stations to internet portals, journals, blogs. The analysis 

of the media is a must in modern times.  Analyze the role of the media in the 

conflict  and  identify  potential  allies.  Is  it  for  instance  a  good  idea  to  make 

periodical reports to the population? In some cases, the protracted conflicts have 

shaped a population in favor of confrontation. To target the sceptics is a mission of 

its own. In your contextualized analysis, you should identify the different attitudes 

in the non-warring parties and how you can communicate with them.

A final word: After doing your conflict analysis, remember to ask yourself: what is 

achievable? Think of realistic options! Set realistic objectives!

At the end: ”Successful mediation depends on a wide variety of factors, over many 

of which the mediator himself (or herself) has little control: for instance, the 

comparative strengths of the parties to the conflict, their perception of the way the 

conflict is moving, their state of exhaustion or fresh hope, the support they are 

getting from various external forces, and just plain luck” (Martin, Harriet, 2010:ix)
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”Brahimi began his work in the spring of 2004, spendeing several weeks 

in the country talking to Iraqis from every corner of society – politicians, 

civic and religious leaders, academics and business-men. This, according 

to his staff, is the Brahimi method. ”He places enormous emphasis on 

knowing what makes a situation unique. There ar lots and lots of people 

with lots and lots of views so you have to listen to them all. He is a 

phnomenal listener” says Salman Ahmed, Brahimis's Special Assistant at 

the time”. (Harriet martin, 2010:4)

Brahimi works on the principle of ”navigation by sight” - ”meaning he 

makes no assumptions about what he will find” (Martin, Harriet, 2010:4)



IS IT RIPE FOR MEDIATION/NEGOTIATION?

Time is everything! 

When is it a good time to start mediation? Scholars seem to agree on two things: 

mediation must be accepted by the parties on a voluntary basis, and at least one of 

the parties wants to explore negotiations. 

Simply put: the parties will negotiate only when they have to. They will always 

prefer  their  solution  (position)  to  prevail  unless  something  happens  and  they 

realize that the conflict will only be resolved by a joint solution.

The concept of ripeness is use in relation to the onset of mediation, not on the 

outcomes.  You have done your conflict analysis according to the step above. Now 

you  have  to  add  the  question  of  ripeness.  Are  the  parties  ready  to  talk?  As 

information is the currency of conflict, the parties might not want to say it straight 

out. They can use techniques to hide the fact that they want to settle in order not 

to appear weak. You need to learn to read the signals. 

Ripeness has a subjective and an objective dimension. The subjective dimension is 

in the relationship  between the actors and about  themselves in relation to  the 

conflict. The changing dynamic of conflicts might place an actor with the upper 

hand at a certain point, while making it weak at other point in time. Actors are 

strong or weak only in relation to the other. Looking at  objective conditions; i.e 

armament, level of support among the populace, number of men in arms, number of 

military victories etc, you can make an analysis of which party is stronger than the 

other, but the subjective dimension will be more relevant for assessing ripeness. 

Does the weak party realize the war has a high price?

A conflict is ripe when ”both sides recognize that the issue can only be resolved 

by a joint decision” (Zartman, 1982:59).  This would be a perfect condition, but 

most often you will find unperfect conditions. The mediator will have to read the 

signs of ripeness and in the case of a conflict no being ripe yet,  try to foster 

ripeness. Persuation will be your most time consuming activity. 

How can you read ripeness? 

Is there mutually hurting stalemate? (Smith & Smock 2008:31, Zartman & De Soto 

2010:5)) That means, has the conflict come to a point when none of the parties can 

win over the other? Is the balance of power even? 
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Information on what happens in the battle field can give you a hint. Is the war being 

costly for both parties and the population in general? 

Three aspects are central to assess ripeness: 

 The costs of war

 The balance of power between the parties

 Domestic  political  institutions  (if  they  are  democratic,  there  would  be  a 

pressure on the leaders to settle peacefully) 

(Walter, Barbara, 2002:8-11)

War is  costly  and ineffective.  One of  the role  of  the  mediators  is  to  enhance 

ripeness. To sell the idea that a negotiated solution is always a more cost effective 

method. Convince the parties that there is a way out and avoid disaster: ”As the 

other side of the coin, negotiations can be brought about by convincing the other 

party  that  only  worse  alternatives  exist  in  the  absence  of  a  joint  solution”. 

(Zartman & De Soto, 2010:74). 

Since  you  are  trading  and  transferring  information,  you  can  influence  the 

perceptions of the parties favorably to negotiations by narrowing the differences: 

”A final way of bringing about negotiations is to show the amount of agreement 

that exists and narrow the subjects of disagreement” (Zartman & De Soto, 2010: 

80)
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PART II

PLANNING 

FOR A GOOD

PROCEDURE 
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BUILDING TRUST

In every conflict there is a shortage of trust.  The dynamic of conflict requires 

strategies  to  deceit  and  bluff.  The  parties  don't  trust  each  other  and  will  be 

suspicious about third-parties until they prove their neutrality or trustworthiness. 

In order to ensure a successful process, the parties must trust you. But you also 

need them to reduce the mistrust against each other. On top of that, the population 

must  trust  the  negotiation  process,  since  their  support  will  push  the  parties 

towards  reaching  agreements,  most  of  all  in  a  democracy,  the  issue  of 

accountability of the goverment would serve as leverage power to the population. 

The lack of popular support would instead risk the negotiations to fail.

LEVELS OF TRUST YOU NEED TO ENHANCE

The trust between the parties and you (the mediator)

The trust between the parties

The trust of the general population in the negotiation process

Confidence building strategies

To enhance the trust between the parties and the mediator

When  you  enter  the  scene  of  conflict,  you  have  a  baggage:  your  sending 

organization (which influences the parties' perception of you, biased or unbiased? 

With leverage or without?) and your career (are you experienced or not? Have you 

been  successful  or  not?).   Sometimes  the  issue  of  your  gender  will  be  of 

importance,  women  are  rare  in  the  field  of  mediation  and  ideas  about  their 

competence in particular cultural settings can be an obstacle to gaining the trust of 

the parties and other actors. 

A key to enhance the parties' trust in you is: 

 cultural  sensitivity:  visit  the  setting  of  conflict.  Learn  about  the  culture, 

religion, history, traditions and humor.  (Svensson & Wallensteen, 2010, ch 
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5). Everyone likes foreigners who are truly interested in their country and 

culture. Show that you have been reading! 

Zartman & Berman argue that there is a kind of personality that makes it easier for 

mediators: 

 Oriented towards achievement but not aggressively hostile

 Friendly and conciliatory in appearance. (Zartman & Berman, 1982:27)

What  is striking in  the literature on famous mediators is  that  they spend time 

reading and come to the setting well-informed, not only about the conflict, the 

country and the culture, but also about the leaders they are going to meet with. An 

example is Alvaro de Soto, the UN meidator to Cyprus, who designed a strategy as 

a chess game, to lead the most reluctant and tough negotiator, Mr Rauf Danktesh 

to finally accept the UN proposal (Martin, Harriet, 2006:29-64). Knowing who you 

are going to meet, will enhance the trust and respect they will have towards you.
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As we have seen, in the Colombian peace process, the mediators were 

chosen  by  the  parties  on  the  basis  of  trust.  In  this  sense,  Cuba  and 

Norway, the guarantors, already have an asset. What they instead should 

concentrate their energy, is on enhancing the trust between the parties. 

One of the major obstacles to peacemaking in Colombia is the high level of 

mistrust. 

The FARC mistrust the government (or the ”elites” as they call them) of 

not wanting to give up privileges, i.e political participation. As evidence of 

this, they say, are the La Uribe Accords from 1984, a previous attempt to 

make peace. From the Accords the leftist political party Unión Patriótica is 

born.  It  was  supposed  to  receive  the  members  of  the  FARC  once 

demobilized. But by 1990, the party had lost over 5000 of the members in 

a political bloodbad, which is now a case for the Interamerican Court of 

Human Rights.  

On the other hand, the government accusses FARC of not really wanting 

the peace, of intransigence at the negotiation table and using the arms for 

getting political participation that should be won in the elections. 

This  is  a  classical  security  dilemma based o mistrust.  Another  way  to 

describe it is as a commitment problem the parties don't trust each others' 

ability to comply to the terms of the agreement (Walter, Barbara. 2002:6). 

The challenge for Cuba and Norway is to reduce the mistrust between the 

parties and propose solutions to solve the commitment problem. 

Since the negotiations are held privately, we do not know what strategies 

the parties use in the process, but a public one was to call for bilateral 

ceasefire during the process crisis in May 2015.



To enhance the trust  between the  parties: Parties  will  enter  negotiations  only 

because they have to. Their expectations on the process and from their antagonist 

are negative. You need to make both parties go from the  certainty of negative 

expectations towards the certainty of positive expectations. 

Negotiations can be used as an opportunity to re-arm by deceitful actors. Both 

parties will believe this is so in their case, because human beings tend to see their 

conflicts as unique and impossible to solve (Whatling 2012:115). Nevertheless, a 

skillful mediator will make the parties realize that this conflict too has a solution. 

The mediator can enhance the trust between the parties by:

 speeding up the progress of the negotiations: this can be made using the 

step-by-step  method,  with  ”small”  agreements  reached  along  the  way 

(Zartman & Berman, 1982:27-41), which will make the parties increase their 

level of commitment to the process and see the cooperation of the other 

side. 

 Trust is also enhanced by ”free offers” from one side to the other. If you as 

a negotiator manage to convince one party to make ”free offers”, you are 

going tho create a more positive atmosphere for the negotiations.  In  the 

Colombian case, the FARC has offered unilateral ceasefires for christmas 

every year since the negotiations began in 2012. The last one in 2014 was 

intended to be indefinite, but was ultimately called off after a bombing attack 

by the army that killed over 30 guerrilla soldiers on 21st of May 2015. 
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In Mars 2015, a Commission composed of guerilla negotiators 

and military personnel was installed to talk about the conditions 

for a bilateral ceasefire. President Santos then said during an 

official visit to Spain: ”The no implementation of a [bilateral] 

ceasefire is due to the fact that in the past, the guerrillas have 

used it to rearm in order to weaken the State, to find a political 

space” (Página 12, Mars 3rd, 2015).

The last unilateral ceasefire by the FARC started in December 

2014 and lasted until a bombing attack by the army killed over 

30 guerilla soldiers in the Western part of the country on May 

21st 2015. 



 The setting of the negotiations can also help enhance the trust between the 

parties  and  the  trust  in  the  process  itself.  Havanna  was  chosen  so  as 

fulfilling two conditions, one from each party: 

The government did not want the negotiations to take place in Colombia because 

previous attempts had required to demilitarize a portion of the country (El Caguán, 

2000) and the impression upheld by the government, was that the demilitarized 

zone was used by the FARC to strengthen its military positions and reorganize. If 

negotiations were to be held, it must be abroad and while the military confrontation 

going on. 

The FARC, on the other hand, preferred negotiations in Colombia, but since the 

government was making a demand, Cuba seemed as a good place to host them. 

The setting of the negotiations and the compromise of  the demands from both 

sides, made it possible for the process to start. 

To enhance population's trust in the process

Trust is also a key element when you need support to the process from groups 

other than the parties. In cases like the Colombian one, the support of the wider 

population is crucial because:

 The  country's  president  is  elected  in  open  elections,  and  although  the 

quality  of  the  democratic  system  has  flaws  (the  level  of  popular 

participation in  elections is  around 60%) and the practice of  exchanging 

votes for favors is widespread, the population can exercise pressure on the 

parties through their mobilization. 
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The Peace Movement:

According to official statistics, around 77% of Colombians supported the 

negotiations at the start in 2012. And 54% were optimistic an agreement 

could  be  reached  (BBC,  15th October  2012).  In  februray  2015  the 

optmistic had descended to 47% (El Espectador, 5th February 2015). 

After the breaking of the peace process in El Caguán in 2002, the public 

support  for  peace  talks  were  low  and  the  focus  was  on  military 

solutions.  President  Alvaro  Uribe  was  elected  with  a  program  that 

promised ”hard hand” against the guerrillas. 

But the efforts of the Peace Movement even in times when opinion was 

against paved the way for negotiations and a better climate for the talks. 

Colombians for Peace was composed of politicians and intellectuals was 

created  and  negotiated  release  of  hostages  with  the  guerrillas.  The 

women  organizations  also  organized  around  the  idea  of  political 

negotiations and in November 2013, a march of around 1 million women 

in Bogotá, pushed the government to appoint two women as negotiators. 



MANAGING PUBLIC RELATIONS

Information is the currency of conflict. For mediators, it is important to think of 

strategies to manage information for the public. ”Keeping things quiet and behind 

the  scenes  has  become  increasingly  difficult”  (Lehman,  Ingrid.  2009:5).  If 

mediators could be quiet before, they cannot longer do that in the age of social 

media, alternative media, internet. 

Three dimensions are important:

• Create Momentum: The mediators can use the media to create conditions for 

the peace talks by influencing public opinion and the parties and notifying 

that there is a possibility of a third-party if they want to talk. 

• Keep confidentiality: mediators must know how to use confidentiality. This is 

a good strategy to enhance trust and credibility. Parties will trust a mediator 

who knows how to keep secrets! 

• The ethical dimension: wars affect people and society in general. Generally, 

the people invited to talk are the warring parties. Depending on how the 

process is designed, if representants of civil society are invited or not, the 

mediators  should  consider  how  they  are  going  to  approach  the  local 

populations  and  their  need  to  know  what  is  going  on.  From  an  ethical 
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In the Colombian case, the mediators have done little use of the 

media (which seems to be part of their mandate) until the process 

was in the middle of a crisis last month: they used the media to 

convince  the  parties  that  they  should  stay  at  the  table  and 

implement a bilateral ceasefire. It also served another purpose: to 

calm down the mainstream media that was airing mistrust with the 

process. The mediators literally  used media  to save the peace 

process.

This is an example of managing a difficult situation and at the same 

time supporting the peace movement publicly in their demand of a 

bilateral cease-fire. The mediators allied with the representants of 

the civil society to counteract the escalation of violence.



dimension, leaving them out the information loop is a controversial issue. 

(Lehman, Ingrid. 2009:5-6)

Experience-based reflections:

Design  your  media  strategy  and  stick  to  your  talking  points  when  you  give 

interviews. 

Coherence is important, it increases your credibility. 

Be cautious with tricky questions. Information is the expert area of journalists, 

they will try to get as much as possible from you. 

Keep calm in interviews.  If  you are leading a delegation, you should appoint  a 

group of people to design a strategy but only one spokeperson for the delegation. 
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Pedagogical work with the local population: 

Ingrid Leham states that a strategy for communication is ”to 

promote  understanding  of  the  peace  process  in  the  area  of 

conflict” (Lehman, Ingrid. 2009:6). 

This  is  being  done  in  the  Colombian  case,  but  no  by  the 

mediators  but  by  the  warring  parties.  The  government  has 

launched  national  campaigns  in  television,  radio  and  news 

papers,  targeting different  sectors of  the population with  the 

slogan: ”My work is to believe [in peace]”. 

On  the  other  hand,  the  guerrilla  commenders  part  of  the 

delegation, travel to their areas of influence to do ”pedagogical 

work with the local population”. In one of this journeys, one of 

the negotiators was killed during a bombing raid in 21st of May, 

which caused a major crisis for the peace process. 



PART III

DISCUSSING

THE

SUBSTANTIVE

ISSUE
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DESIGNING SOLUTIONS AND SUGGESTING PROPOSALS

One  of  the  preferred  phrases  in  peace  processes  is:  nothing  is  agreed  until 

everything is agreed. 

Final agreements come seldom in one block. It  ressembles more a puzzle with 

many bits that have to be put in the right place. 

Things to consider when mediating:

Positional bargaining:  the parties take positions and stand argue for them. It  is 

good in the sense that it tells the parties involved and the mediator what each side 

wants. But it is an ineffecient way to find a wise solution, and it can go on for a 

long time damaging the relationship between the parties even further. The more 

each party try to defend their positions, the more impossible they will think it is to 

change them (Fisher & Ury, 2011). The parties become their positions and making 

concessions will become significant with ”losing face”. 

Interest-based  bargaining:  when  the  parties,  instead  of  defending  positions, 

concentrate on trying to get a solution that will  satisfy their needs (interests). 

Attack the problem, not the people!

The  mediator  leads  the  parties  from  positional  bargaining  to  interest-based 

bargaining. From looking back, to thinking forward. How are my needs going to be 

met?  Research  shows  that  this  is  the  best  way  of  creating  wise  and  lasting 

agreements (Fisher & Ury, 2011, Moore, 2014). 

For successful negotiations, the mediator has to lead the talks to handle the issue, 

not the people. A problem emerging from this is to find the issue. As we've seen, 

there might  be different  narratives of  the conflict,  and one meta-bargaining is 

agreeing on what the conflict is about (Darby & Mac Ginty, 2013:211). 
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Once you have helped the parties define the issue, start arming the puzzle! There 

are strategies to do this. 

Incremental  convergence:  parties  make  multiple  interest-based  proposals  or 

continue to present a sequence of positions. Help them refine these proposals, in 

which new proposal a concession is made from one party to the other (Moore, 

20114:436).

Links, trades, joint development of package agreements: When there are a number 

of issues in every negotiation and difficulty on agreeing one particular, help the 

parties not to get stuck on one point alone. Helping the negotiators link different 

issues and trade outcomes, so that getting less on one issue, can be trade for 

getting  more  on  another.  ”The  goal  being  identification  and  facilitation  of 

exchanges,  that  will  result  in  the  greatest  individual  and  joint  benefits  which 

disputants believe are equitable” (Moore, 2014:440).

Formulas  and Agreements  in  Principle:  Identify  different  levels  of  agreements. 

Work  on  putting  them  togehter  to  a  more  comprehensive  solution/general 

agreement. It can be compared to a step-by-step strategy. 

Procedural  means  to  reach  substantial  agreements: Sometimes  the  parties  get 

locked  on  a  particular  susbstantive  issue.  Avoid  delayment  by  choosing  a 

mechanical  procedure:  1)  procedural  timeline  2)  third-party  decision  makers, 

experts  deciding  3)mechanical  decision-making  procedures  4)post-ponement  or 

avoidance. (Moore, 2014:446)

And lastly, a combination of all strategies. Creativity and persuation are your best 

assets.  The  mediator  has  the  best  position  to  think  out  of  the  box.  Present 
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What is the issue?

This is a good question to start pre-negotiation phase and help form an agenda. 

In the Colombian case,  the pre-negotiaton phase went on for six months in 

completely  secrecy.  During  these  talks  and  through  shuttle  diplomacy,  the 

parties  agree on what  they were going to  discuss during the  talks,  i.e  the 

substantive issue: 

• Rural Development 

• Political Participation

• Demobilization

• Drug traffic

• Victims 



innovative solutions to the parties,  but don't  forget that  it  is  their conflict,  not 

yours! 

A last word...

You are dealing with people. Be prepared for the unexpected. And don't forget that 

”Mediation is 90% persuation” (Zartman, de Soto, 2010:8). Consider the litterature 

as a map towards your goal, but along the way, you are the one who decides the 

pace, when to rest, whom to talk to or when be silent and hear the sounds around 

you, sometimes it will be worth to take the shortcuts, other times it will be more 

secure to take the main road anyway. 

And other times agreement is not possible to reach. If the parties are not prepared 

to negotiate, you always have the option to leave and wait until they are. 
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