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Abstract
For many humanitarian workers, negotiation is an everyday reality. Multiparty, multilevel, and 
recurring in nature, these negotiations are conducted in often extreme, ad hoc environments. 
Such conditions expose the limits of traditional negotiation theory and foreground the ethical 
dilemmas that humanitarians routinely face. This paper assesses the challenges of applying 
negotiation theory to humanitarian practice by synthesising existing literature with insights from 
two experienced practitioners. It demonstrates that humanitarian negotiations are structurally 
constrained by acute power asymmetries, multistakeholder dynamics, and humanitarian “red 
lines". These factors diminish the usefulness of conventional tools such as Best Alternatives to a 
Negotiated Agreement (BATNA) and the Zone of Possible Agreement (ZOPA), while generating 
ethical paradoxes that echo across successive negotiations. Nonetheless, negotiation theory 
retains value. Drawing on practitioner knowledge, this study highlights the utility of theoretical 
tools, notably calibrated “humanitarian levers” and stakeholder mapping. Finally, it situates 
these challenges in contemporary conflicts and ultimately concludes that humanitarians operate 
closer to a “WATNA” than a BATNA.
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1. Introduction

“If you are a humanitarian worker in 
the field, by default, you are a negotia-
tor. Everything you do to a certain 
extent, entails negotiations with all 
parties to the conflict [alongside civilian 
authorities and communities…]

Unfortunately, many humanitarian 
workers in the field—despite engaging 
in critical conversations that can some-
times mean the difference between life 
and death—have not received formal 
training in negotiation.” 

(Interviewee1, personal communica-
tion, April 4, 2025)

For humanitarians in the field, negotiation 
is an everyday practice. Yet, there is a 
widespread belief across the humanit-
arian sector that humanitarian negoti-
ations are “unique” and defy the underly-
ing assumptions inherent to the field of 
negotiation (Bruderlein, 2000; Mancini-
Griffoli & Picot, 2004). Despite frontline 
humanitarian negotiators negotiating on 
a regular basis, the humanitarian sector 
has been slow to appreciate the role of 
negotiation theory, as “no common nego-
tiating culture” exists in the sector 
(Rodriguez, 2007). 

This paper seeks to explore: to what 
extent do core constructs of negotiation 
theory (notably BATNA and ZOPA) apply 
to frontline humanitarian negotiations, 
and what practitioner-driven adaptations 
(e.g. “humanitarian levers”, stakeholder 
mapping, reframing) increase negotiat-
ors’ effectiveness under acute power 
asymmetries? 

The paper concludes that humanitarian 
negotiators’ operating reality is closer to 
what Grace and Lempereur (2021) de-
scribe as a WATNA (Worst Alternative to 
a Negotiated Agreement) than to a Best 
Alternative (BATNA) due to acute power 
asymmetries, non-interdependent in-
terests, humanitarian red lines, and the 

political economy of donor priorities. 
Thus, core assumptions of negotiation 
theory, particularly mutual gain, rational-
ity, a cost-benefit analysis, and credible 
exit, are not feasible for humanitarian 
negotiations. However, adaptive tools 
such as humanitarian levers and framing 
can partially compensate for these limits. 
Nevertheless, there remains a crucial gap 
between traditional negotiation theory 
and humanitarian negotiation in practice, 
at a time when humanitarians suffer from 
receding moral authority of their aims. 

2. Methods
This research is an exploratory qualitative 
reflection that combines a focused literat-
ure review with two semi-structured 
interviews with practitioners to explore 
insights into the practicability of negoti-
ation theory for humanitarian negotiat-
ors. 

The interviewees are both senior practi-
tioners, recruited through professional 
networks due to their extensive frontline 
negotiation experience and as educators 
in humanitarian negotiation. Interviews 
were conducted in April 2025 and fol-
lowed a series of questions that focused 
on lived negotiation practice, perceived 
limits of negotiation tools such as BATNA/
ZOPA, and how this has informed their 
education of humanitarian negotiators. 
These conversations were intended as a 
way to bring practitioner insight into the 
discussion. Interviews were recorded with 
consent and transcribed and interpreted 
alongside themes from the literature 
review. To protect identities, biographical 
details that could identify the participants 
were generalised or removed, and quota-
tions are attributed to Interviewee 1 or 
Interviewee 2.

Interviewee 1 is a former senior member 
of the military from a Western country, 
with operational and training experience 
across several regions. They have exper-
ience in a multinational peace-support 
mission, as well as advisory postings 
across several regions. After the military, 
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they joined an international humanitarian 
organisation working on armed forces-
humanitarian engagement. Their per-
spective focuses on civil-military engage-
ment and how to equip humanitarians 
with a greater understanding of their 
military counterparts.

Interviewee 2 is a senior humanitarian 
negotiation practitioner who began their 
career documenting violations of the laws 
of armed conflict and training armed 
actors on their obligations at an interna-
tional humanitarian organisation. This 
was followed by leadership roles in 
humanitarian missions in East Africa. The 
interviewee later led a non-governmental 
organisation focused on humanitarian 
negotiation, responsible for the organisa-
tion’s research and the provision of train-
ing. 

3. Defining Humanitarian Negotiations
The Centre for Competency in Humanit-
arian Negotiation (2019) defines human-
itarian negotiation as:

 “… a set of interactions between hu-
manitarian organizations and parties to 
an armed conflict, as well as other 
relevant actors, aimed at establishing 
and maintaining the presence of these 
organizations in conflict environments, 
ensuring access to vulnerable groups, 
and facilitating the delivery of assis-
tance and protection activities. Negoti-
ations may involve both state and 
nonstate actors. They include a rela-
tional component focused on building 
trust with the counterparts over time 
and a transactional component focused 
on determining and agreeing on the 
specific terms and logistics of humani-
tarian operations.” 

Humanitarian negotiations display sev-
eral characteristics which invalidate as-
sumptions underlying traditional negoti-
ation theory; they are multiparty, multi-
level and recurring in nature; they are 
conducted in extreme environments and 
often ad hoc. Additionally, there is a 

major power asymmetry between hu-
manitarians and their counterparts; and 
humanitarians have limited negotiating 
power, leverage and leeway within their 
operating principles (Mancini-Griffoli & 
Picot, 2004). Each of these characteristics 
presents different and overlapping chal-
lenges, and overall, humanitarians have 
a set of tools akin to a “weak hand in a 
stacked deck” (Minear, 2007). 

4. The Question of Power 
At the core of each humanitarian negoti-
ation is a large imbalance of power, as 
humanitarians have little value to offer or 
trade, no weapons or territory, and focus 
on affected populations regardless of 
affiliation (Clements A. J., 2018). This 
reduces incentives to negotiate or com-
promise. In some cases, engaging with 
agencies can confer legitimacy or trust on 
non-state armed groups (NSAGs) seeking 
power or confer reputational benefits on 
parties to the conflict. 

The requirement of consent to operate, as 
well as the logistical and safety needs of 
humanitarian agencies, creates a major 
imbalance of power between humanit-
arian negotiators and their counterparts. 
At any time, the state or NSAGs can 
revoke access, deny permits, or refuse 
safety guarantees. This structural imbal-
ance ensures that humanitarian negotiat-
ors consistently concede more than their 
counterparts (Grace, 2015). This lack of 
power eliminates the ability to take a 
hard-line negotiating approach, as well as 
the ability to use most of the tools 
presented in negotiation literature de-
signed to overcome power asymmetries, 
such as brinkmanship, delaying negoti-
ations, or nuisance tactics (Grace, 2015). 
Humanitarians also never have time on 
their side, as the needs of the affected 
populations are severe and immediate, 
and they lack the leverage to force parties 
to the table. This time pressure gives 
states or NSAGs a distinct upper hand 
over humanitarians in both integrative 
and distributive negotiations and leaves 
humanitarians unable to use holdout or 
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timing strategies to achieve alternative 
agreements. 

For militaries or armed groups, the per-
ception of humanitarian agencies can 
range from an irritating obligation to a 
vehicle for financial and material supplies 
for the enemy. Humanitarians are in-
creasingly treated with suspicion, ob-
structed, or outright killed, with a 260% 
rise in aid worker fatalities from 2019 to 
2023 (United Nations World Food Pro-
gramme, 2025). This has created a pro-
found chilling effect on humanitarian re-
sponse, which in turn undermines what 
little sense of power humanitarians pos-
sess to bring parties to the table. Given 
their dependence on their counterparts 
for access, safe passage and logistical 
support over a prolonged period of time, 
humanitarians are usually the weaker 
party in a negotiation. They also lack the 
tactic of credible refusal, a core assump-
tion of BATNA-based negotiations. 

5. Legitimacy
Negotiation strategies centre on cooper-
ative or integrative approaches built upon 
ascertaining common interests (Fisher & 
Ury, 1991). However, their applicability to 
humanitarian contexts is quite limited. At 
the core of negotiation theory is the 
assumption of interdependence between 
parties – that both parties have some-
thing the other wants or needs, or that 
their interests are similar in nature. In 
conflicts, humanitarian agencies usually 
have oppositional interests to actors in 
the conflict (McHugh & Bessler, 2006). 
States are obligated to provide access to 
humanitarian agencies and basic relief 
supplies, and humanitarian agencies re-
quire consent to access territory, mean-
ing humanitarian negotiations largely 
take place out of obligation rather than 
mutual interest (International Committee 
of the Red Cross, 2005). This impedes the 
ability to find common ground and 
identify alternative solutions (McHugh & 
Bessler, 2006). As Sandvik (2023) ar-
gues, humanitarian legitimacy is now 
produced through compliance with legal 

and bureaucratic structures rather than 
moral authority, which limits negotiators’ 
discretionary space before negotiations 
even begin. 

Humanitarianism is considered to be a 
state of exception that is beyond politics, 
even though it becomes increasingly 
difficult to maintain that view (De Waal, 
2010). Humanitarians regularly rely on 
humanitarian principles as an authority, 
“believing [themselves] as the bearer of 
some absolute moral virtue” (Slim, 2003; 
Grace & Lempereur, 2021). However, 
cultural differences can create conflicting 
value sets and worldviews, which are 
difficult to bridge during negotiation 
(Avruch, 2003). Despite a claim to moral 
universality, humanitarian aid can be 
seen as enforcing a hierarchy of lives 
derived from Western religious ideas, 
built on moral judgement or a misunder-
standing of local contexts (Fassin, 2011). 
A lack of shared moral frameworks or an 
agreement on the legitimate presence of 
humanitarians in the first place leads to a 
win-lose scenario, common to humanit-
arian negotiations, in which humanitari-
ans are the losers (Bussmann & 
Schneider, 2016). 

This structural power asymmetry thus 
reshapes the entire negotiation environ-
ment, as when negotiations are multi-
level, multistakeholder and recurring, 
these power disparities reproduce in-
definitely. 

6. 360 Degree Negotiations: Multilevel, 
Multistakeholder, and 24/7

“You might need to negotiate a tempo-
rary ceasefire so that you can cross the 
checkpoint and you are not in harm's 
way. If you negotiate the temporary 
ceasefire with the one side, you need to 
negotiate that with the other side as 
well. You have this multi-stakeholder 
negotiation so that you can coordinate 
crossing a checkpoint. 
Once on the other side, additional 
negotiations are often needed with local 
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actors to identify a suitable location for 
distribution and to agree on how the 
distribution will be organised. Each 
context presents its own set of stake-
holders and dynamics that must be 
navigated thoughtfully to carry out 
humanitarian operations effectively.” 

(Interviewee 1, personal communication, 
April 4, 2025)

For humanitarian negotiators, negotiating 
a “single linear relationship” is rare 
(Mancini-Griffoli & Picot, 2004). Instead, 
humanitarians face “360-degree negoti-
ations” in which they are negotiating at 
all levels, at all times, with local com-
munities, armed rebel leaders, donor 
countries and institutional leadership. The 
multi-stakeholder nature of humanitarian 
crises creates conflicting information 
flows, last-minute access revocations, 
negotiation fatigue, and multiple vulner-
abilities in a negotiation process.

Humanitarians are just one actor in a 
broader political marketplace whereby 
access and safety exist as transactional 
resources rather than normative/legal 
obligations (De Waal, 1997; De Waal, 
2014). Contemporary humanitarianism 
and the humanitarian/development 
nexus have meant that agencies embed 
themselves into the long-term manage-
ment of crisis populations, building 
structures of “regulating death” rather 
than resolving the political causes of 
violence and poverty (Duffield, 2026). 
Thus, despite claims by aid agencies to 
the contrary, humanitarians are per-
ceived by their counterparts as political 
actors within the overall governance 
structure, rather than external moral 
actors. Populations can perceive human-
itarian engagement as an arm of broader 
political control, and the sprawl of legal, 
technological, bureaucratic, and digital 
systems associated with humanitarian 
relief increasingly blur these lines (Sand-
vik et al., 2014). Humanitarian negoti-
ations thus occur within a web of transac-
tional incentives that limit humanitarian 

discretion and narrow the space for 
principled bargaining. 

This complexity only grows when negoti-
ating with unorganised actors, wherein 
internal communication is weaker, lead-
ing to situations in which humanitarians 
must renegotiate with soldiers at check-
points despite receiving clearance from a 
higher authority. In contexts such as the 
DRC, negotiations are further complicated 
by multiple NSAGs present, each with 
their own command structures, where 
lower-level soldiers may not understand 
or obey higher commands (Clements A. 
J., 2018). It is these frontline negoti-
ations that are most volatile, frequently 
ad hoc, and often include attempts to 
extract further concessions from human-
itarians, such as diverted aid. 

During the author’s time at WFP, col-
leagues in Gaza stated that every day on 
the ground is like the first day – check-
points, visas, aid measurement require-
ments, shipments etc., are constantly 
being renegotiated as if for the first time, 
reflecting the lack of linear progression of 
negotiations. In order to overcome the 
power imbalance (to a degree) and build 
trust for long-term engagement, human-
itarian negotiation depends on relation-
ship management rather than discrete 
transactional bargaining.

However, traditional negotiation theory 
highlights how negotiators who prioritise 
their relationships with counterparts over 
the substance of negotiations are less 
likely to emphasise their own interests 
and positions (Savage, Blair, & Sorenson, 
1989). For humanitarians renegotiating 
with the same counterparts on a regular 
basis, on largely the same issues, they 
have little choice but to prioritise the 
future of the relationship. Humanitarian 
negotiators also carry the consequences 
of each concession forward. Alongside the 
inherent power asymmetry, this forces 
humanitarians into a position of needing 
to keep their counterparts happy as much 
as responding to humanitarian need, thus 
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leaving them working closer to a WATNA 
than a BATNA. 

7. The Humanitarian Negotiator’s Red 
Lines
Where lack of power constrains a human-
itarian’s leverage, humanitarian prin-
ciples can constrain their ability to in-
centivise and compromise. They are the 
principles of humanity, neutrality, impar-
tiality, and independence (McHugh & 
Bessler, 2006). In theory, there is only 
one acceptable negotiated outcome for a 
humanitarian – fulfilment of their man-
date without contravening their principles 
(McHugh & Bessler, 2006). This elimin-
ates the ability of humanitarians to find 
the BATNA or the Zone of Possible Agree-
ment (ZOPA). There is a lack of a viable, 
acceptable alternative for humanitarians, 
as “saving lives” is not negotiable, and 
backup options are too expensive or 
dangerous, leaving humanitarians with no 
credible exit. This narrows the ZOPA and 
fosters win-lose scenarios, which lead to 
negotiations or bargaining strategies 
which are “crude and unsophisticated” 
(Cutts, 1999). 

This is an ethical and operational paradox 
in which humanitarians find themselves 
“inevitably negotiating in practice that 
which is non-negotiable in principle” 
(Mancini-Griffoli & Picot, 2004). Crucially, 
if the humanitarian principles were re-
spected, the need for negotiation would 
not exist: 

“Humanitarian negotiations often begin 
from a very principled — and at times 
dogmatic — standpoint, as negotiators 
are guided by the core humanitarian 
principles. These principles are founda-
tional and are frequently treated as 
non-negotiable red lines.
In an ideal world, they would be your 
red line. But if the humanitarian princi-
ples are your red line in a negotiation, 
then we can all go home because there 
is no negotiation to be had.

This is why it becomes essential to 
critically assess how much flexibility we 
have — how far we can compromise — 
while still preserving the core essence 
of those principles and upholding the 
imperative to “do no harm.” 

(Interviewee 1, personal communication, 
April 4, 2025)

The crossing of these red lines has be-
come commonplace, often made neces-
sary by the frequency of international 
humanitarian law violations. For humanit-
arians in Nigeria, aid deliveries have had 
armed escorts imposed upon them by the 
state as part of an agreement to allow 
humanitarian aid, compromising their 
impartiality and independence (InterAc-
tion, CHRHS & SAM, 2022), whilst the ban 
on female workers in Afghanistan im-
pedes the ability to provide humanitarian 
assistance to women (Bowden et al., 
2023). This is a pervading presence of 
WATNA logic within humanitarian negoti-
ations: faced with no access but unable 
to create a sufficient alternative, human-
itarians accepted the contravention of 
their principles despite reduced success 
and higher costs. 

“The challenge in the humanitarian 
sector is that, in the effort to save lives, 
those red lines are often pushed—
sometimes too far and too frequently. 
Now the problem in the humanitarian 
sector is that because you're there to 
save lives, you're pushing these red 
lines sometimes very far and some-
times too often. Like you say, it's a red 
line and then you cross it. That means 
it wasn't the red line.” 

(Interviewee 1, personal communication, 
April 4, 2025)

With the accessibility of technology and 
the use of information warfare, informa-
tion that was once private or sensitive, 
such as access conditions humanitarians 
are willing to accept, has become increas-
ingly public. As humanitarian negotiators 
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must negotiate with the same people 
recurrently. This traps humanitarians in a 
cycle of pushing the boundary of their red 
lines, eroding the integrity of humanit-
arian red lines, and weakening the overall 
negotiating position of humanitarian 
actors. 
“Ongoing humanitarian crises show 
that with the new connectivity, every-
one knows what happens everywhere, 
how humanitarian organisations are 
reacting to violations, to prices and 
what they have accepted in another 
context.”

As a result, negotiators frequently face a 
challenge where a counterpart throws 
this in their face: "You're accepting this in 
Afghanistan, you’re accepting this in 
Gaza, so why are you not accepting it 
from me?” When red lines are inconsist-
ently applied or become blurred, they 
begin to lose their credibility. “Then your 
counterpart doesn't take you seriously 
anymore, and that is the moment where 
you're with your back against the wall.” 
(Interviewee 1, personal communication, 
April 4, 2025). 

8. Utilising Humanitarian Levers

“As a negotiator you imagine yourself 
confronted by a series of levers and 
your challenge is to establish, often by 
trial and error, which ones are con-
nected, and so which will react when 
you pull. If there is no positive reaction, 
then you must move to the next lever.” 

(Interviewee 2, personal communication, 
April 20, 2025)

Certain negotiation tools have proven 
successful in advancing humanitarian 
objectives during negotiations. Humanit-
arians possess what Clements (2018) 
terms the “asymmetry of influence,” in 
which they have a greater potential to 
sway the position of their opponents than 
their opponents are able to influence their 
position. Referred to as the “humanit-
arian levers,” these were first conceptual-

ised by Mancini-Griffoli and Picot (2004) 
as the “range of incentives and threats 
that improve the likelihood of humanitari-
ans realising their preferred outcome 
through negotiation.” They refer to per-
suasion, denunciation, substitution, sup-
port, and mobilisation. Substitution refers 
to the use of aid as an asset in negoti-
ations, support is the ability to character-
ise aid as providing a form of expertise or 
assistance to counterparts, and mobilisa-
tion refers to the use of external actors 
such as major donors or UN agencies to 
enact pressure on counterparts. 

Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) is known 
to utilise its position as a well-known 
agency involved in a broad range of 
conflicts to act as a “witness” to crimes 
or obstruction by actors. It maintains an 
institutional practice of denunciation, in 
which it denounces groups or states that 
obstruct humanitarian aid or commit war 
crimes. However, substitution, denunci-
ation, and mobilisation are high-risk 
tactics that can bring severe con-
sequences, such as MSF’s expulsion from 
Sri Lanka or Myanmar (Allié, 2011). On 
the other hand, the ICRC prioritises con-
tinued engagement and negotiated ac-
cess over denunciation. It will only resort 
to criticising partners publicly when there 
is no other option available and the situ-
ation on the ground is judged to justify it. 
Denunciation harms the counterpart’s 
reputation; however, persuasion can be 
used to appeal to reputational costs:

“Reputation counts for an awful lot. 
Many military commanders and leaders 
of NSAGs care about their reputation, 
and so there are occasions when one 
can use this as a lever to encourage 
them to follow a path that will not 
damage but enhance their reputation.” 

(Interviewee 2, personal communication, 
April 20, 2025) 

9. Stakeholder Mapping and Culture
In order to take advantage of their per-
suasive power, humanitarian negotiators 
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must dedicate greater time and effort to 
stakeholder mapping and preparatory 
strategies:

“Whilst [stakeholder mapping] is quite 
formulaic, it encourages people in-
volved in negotiation to do their prepa-
ration. Some humanitarians tend to 
adopt rather a casual approach to 
negotiations and so fail to conduct 
comprehensive preparations; often it 
shows. I think that the framework that 
the CCHN offers is very valuable and 
slightly forces the negotiator to pre-
pare. Since counterparts often fail to 
prepare, it can turn out to be a match 
winner. Stakeholder mapping is pivotal 
to this.” 

(Interviewee 2, personal communication, 
April 20, 2025)

The aforementioned “uniqueness” of 
humanitarian negotiation and the author-
ity of IHL have encouraged a systemic 
lack of education on humanitarian negoti-
ation, which often overlooks the import-
ance of counterpart mapping and the 
need to understand cultural differences. 
However, the nature of humanitarian 
negotiations is that they often take place 
in active conflict zones, after natural dis-
asters, or in highly volatile environments. 
Stuck in “response mode,” humanitarians 
have expressed difficulties in long-term or 
strategic thinking beyond the day-to-day 
urgencies of frontline work. The rotation 
of international staff, extreme conditions, 
and overstretched national staff create 
conditions in which humanitarians arrive 
at negotiations with mere minutes of 
preparation. Combined with the complex 
internal structures of NSAGs, this leads to 
negotiations in which humanitarians are 
negotiating with the wrong person – one 
who lacks the necessary authority or 
demonstrates a lack of understanding of 
local dynamics contributing to the con-
flict. 

During his career, one interviewee gave 
printouts of military insignia to his staff to 

aid the identification of those with rank 
and authority when conducting negoti-
ations with militaries. With the prolifera-
tion of armed groups, simply understand-
ing military emblems can mitigate confu-
sion during negotiation. Effective coun-
terpart mapping allows a humanitarian to 
locate sources of authority, leverage in-
terests, and values, and achieve greater 
success in negotiations. Understanding 
the cultural context in which one negoti-
ates is crucial to a successful negotiation 
and requires greater attention by human-
itarian negotiators. 

This tactic can also be reversed, as ensur-
ing that counterparts know who the hu-
manitarian agency is and what their goals 
are is equally important;

"Humanitarians believe that they know 
more about militaries than they do, and 
militaries certainly know very little 
about humanitarians. There's a belief 
that there's familiarity and understand-
ing on either side, whereas the reverse 
is true. 

Very often, military folk would think 
[humanitarians are] here for six 
months and then they go off back to 
university or back to teaching. They 
don't realize that these are career 
professionals with acres of experience 
in all sorts of different conflicts… prob-
ably more than their military counter-
parts.” 

(Interviewee 2, 2025)

Building relationships requires mutual 
understanding, and humanitarians can 
quickly and effectively dismiss stereo-
types or negative perceptions by taking 
the time to introduce themselves fully.

10. Persuasive Strategies
Building and maintaining long-term rela-
tionships or “social capital” (Grace, 
2020), is key to humanitarian negoti-
ation, as it builds trust, legitimacy, and 
good reputation. Fostering relationships 
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is important for overcoming power asym-
metry and ensuring persuasive strategies 
have a greater effect. When depending on 
these relationships, there may be situ-
ations in which humanitarians might have 
no choice but to “burn bridges” in order 
to achieve their goal and protect their 
colleagues, the organisation, or the bene-
ficiaries of assistance. The long-term 
nature of humanitarian negotiations 
makes such a tactic difficult to use and 
often a last resort, meaning that relation-
ship-based strategies tend to be more 
positive than negative in nature. 

“[With each negotiation] you are build-
ing a relationship for the next negotia-
tion, creating the conditions for the 
next engagement, but there may be 
occasions when you have to be pre-
pared to burn those bridges. So per-
haps to use the example when our folk 
are under fire of in danger: to get the 
immediate reaction, we need help, and 
we need it now, and you are the person 
that can give it to us. There are times 
when you throw everything out the 
window in order to get an immediate 
reaction and protect your people.“ 

(Interviewee 2, 2025)

11. Framing
When deploying persuasive strategies, 
humanitarian negotiators often rely on 
the applicability and authority of interna-
tional humanitarian law. This has fostered 
accusations that humanitarians are im-
posing a Western legal framework on the 
Global South, reconstructing colonial 
dynamics, or acting on behalf of Western 
interests. Meanwhile, “if you go to the 
Middle East, they'll often say that IHL is a 
Western construct. On such occasions we 
need to identify a different lever that 
might have a better connection” 

(Interviewee 2, personal communication, 
April 20, 2025).

“Something where humanitarians can 
be very dogmatic is in terms of legal 

language. You have to speak the lan-
guage of the people you’re speaking 
with. There is no point in quoting 
international humanitarian law to 
someone who does not recognize inter-
national humanitarian law as a legiti-
mate code of law. But if you can make 
an argument that basically says exactly 
the same thing within the framework of 
beliefs of your counterpart, that’s 
where you are a strong negotiator. 

That is the homework of every negotia-
tor… you translate your legal code into 
the reality of any person you’re speak-
ing with. Humanitarian law is extremely 
logical. In warfare, it makes sense to 
respect basic principles, and most 
armed groups have established basic 
codes of conduct that incorporate these 
same principles even if they are framed 
different e.g., what would you want 
your enemy to do to your prisoners of 
war?” 

(Interviewee 1, personal communica-
tion, April 4, 2025)

In negotiation theory, framing refers to a 
person’s perception and definition of an 
issue (Fisher & Ury, 1991). How one 
frames an issue will determine the atti-
tudes and emotions tied to that issue, and 
thus the solutions they pursue. Reframing 
these persuasive strategies beyond legal 
language is a powerful tactic for success.

“Here, we’re coming back to humaniz-
ing the other…in a conflict you may 
have people who commit war crimes, 
who torture others… you cannot let this 
interfere with your emotions. You have 
to see the human being behind those 
actions and seek to understand what 
drives them. If you think of values and 
beliefs, every person, even if they go 
against their own values in their belief 
system, they will also always construct 
themselves as being the good person.”

You might think of a case where some-
one tortures an individual for dealing 
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drugs, with the reason of wanting their 
children to be safe. If you can uncover 
the underlying motivation, you can shift 
the conversation. Instead of con-
fronting the act head-on, you might 
say, “I can see children are something 
very close to your heart.” Yes, they’re 
the future of society. Now look at this 
person here in prison. He’s only 16. 
He’s a child as well. This is the youth 
that moves forward. Wouldn’t it be 
better to teach this person a better 
lesson than make this person even 
more upset against the system? By 
understanding what matters to the 
person across the table, even when 
their actions are deeply troubling, you 
create the possibility of influencing their 
behaviour in a more constructive direc-
tion.” 

(Interviewee 1, personal communica-
tion, April 4, 2025)

Where humanitarians may struggle to 
appeal to interests, they can find greater 
success in appealing to values, or meta-
goals, such as the safety and health of 
their communities. Pivoting away from 
the perceived authority of international 
humanitarian law or the universality of 
humanitarian principles can weaken per-
ceptions of humanitarians as arrogant 
agents of Western colonial dynamics. It 
builds connection and understanding by 
humanising the other person. Reframing 
tactics are thus a key tool of humanitarian 
negotiators. In the case of NSAGs seeking 
legitimacy or to project power, appealing 
to their military discipline or professional 
goals is an underused tactic available to 
humanitarians:

“I've always believed that soldiers want 
to be better soldiers, they want to be 
more professional, and they want to be 
recognized as professional… I think that 
the professional argument is very im-
portant. That is to say, a professional 
military unit doesn't conduct rape. 
That's reflective of a lack of leadership, 
a lack of discipline. Why would any 

military organization conduct rape? It’s 
the approach of a coward. That sort of 
argument can resonate rather than 
saying it's against the law.” 

(Interviewee 2, personal communica-
tion, April 20, 2025)

Connected to reframing, the strategic use 
of third parties or non-negotiator staff 
within the humanitarian organisation can 
reshape perceptions of humanitarian 
aims. In many conflicts, the suffering is 
widespread and can include soldiers/
fighters and their family members. Inter-
viewee 2 recounted his experience with a 
prosthetics specialist during a meeting 
with a senior military officer. The military 
had extensive experience with amputa-
tion, both from the point of view of the 
suffering of their soldiers and family 
members, but also of medical staff who 
researched and created prosthetics. In-
terviewee 2 brought the specialist with 
the aim of communicating the benefits of 
what their organisation could do for the 
military prosthetic technicians. This 
transformed the mood of the negotiation. 
Interviewee 2 pulled on the humanitarian 
lever of “support,” which built under-
standing and forged a relationship 
between the organisation and the Gen-
eral. 

12. Contemporary Challenges to 
Strategies of Humanitarian Negotiation
In 2025, as wars in Gaza, Sudan, Myan-
mar, and Ukraine rage on, humanitarians 
face a greater challenge in asserting their 
argument under international law – how 
to negotiate from a “legal and moral high 
ground” (Bussmann & Schneider, 2016) 
when it is overtly rejected, ignored, or 
misused. In particular, the ongoing war in 
Gaza has profound implications for hu-
manitarian negotiators worldwide:

“The interest with [Gaza] is that it sets 
a precedence of what the humanitarian 
community at large is willing to accept. 
And under what parameters that hu-
manitarian organisations are willing to 
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work. This makes humanitarian negoti-
ation increasingly difficult, as the 
precedent becomes the new baseline. 
When negotiators are then required to 
secure agreements that go beyond or 
above that baseline, it becomes sig-
nificantly harder to reach a favourable 
outcome.” 

(Interviewee 1, personal communica-
tion, April 4, 2025)

Conflicts such as the wars in Ukraine and 
Gaza have eroded the already weak 
persuasive power and legitimacy of hu-
manitarian agencies. As states increas-
ingly violate international law, this gives 
greater ammunition to NSAGs to push 
humanitarian red lines and allows other 
states to highlight perceived double 
standards as leverage for negotiations. 

In particular, powerful states in the Global 
North are associated with the “Western” 
system of international law and are sim-
ultaneously the major funders of human-
itarian agencies. When these states over-
look the use of siege tactics or the killing 
of humanitarians, it shifts the window of 
acceptable conduct more in line with 
military aims than humanitarian object-
ives (Bussmann & Schneider, 2016). This 
emboldens parties to war to be difficult or 
aggressive in negotiations and diminishes 
the capacity for humanitarians to mobilise 
allies to enact concessions from their 
counterparts. In Nigeria, aid workers 
have highlighted how donor states’ 
passivity has undermined the persuasive 
power of humanitarians (InterAction, 
CHRHS & SAM, 2022). Normalisation of 
this violence by donor states weakens the 
humanitarians’ ability to take aggressive 
stances during negotiations by reducing 
the reputational costs of said violence, 
thus removing denunciation from the 
negotiator’s toolkit (Norwegian Refugee 
Council & Handicap International, 2016). 

Contemporary humanitarian objectives 
are subordinate to security, regime, and 
technological considerations, such as 

counterterrorism legislation, risk man-
agement frameworks, and compliance 
regimes (Sandvik, 2023). This predeter-
mines the parameters of humanitarian 
engagement, determining in advance 
which populations can be assisted, which 
actors may be engaged, and which forms 
of negotiation are permissible. As a res-
ult, the substance of humanitarian nego-
tiation, such as red lines, interlocutors, 
and acceptable concessions are fixed long 
before negotiations begin. Humanitarian 
negotiators therefore operate with min-
imal autonomy, negotiating access within 
a space already laid out by external 
governance logics rather than mutual 
bargaining.

Allegations that humanitarian organisa-
tions are terror fronts or feeding insur-
gents restricts the operational space for 
humanitarian negotiators, eroding per-
ceptions of neutrality and thus increasing 
mistrust. Looking to the ongoing conflict 
in Gaza, a suspicion of humanitarian 
agencies has been normalised, creating 
“good humanitarians” and “bad humanit-
arians”, conditional on their willingness to 
cave to military objectives (United Na-
tions, 2025). The establishment of the 
Gaza Humanitarian Foundation, and its 
installation as the US- and Israeli-backed 
aid provider in Gaza, was facilitated by 
the politicised delegitimisation of estab-
lished humanitarian agencies and their 
mandates. In Gaza, humanitarian aid 
reverts to an instrument of population 
management and surveillance, a techno-
logy of governance aligned with violence 
(Latonero, 2019; De Waal, 2025). This 
securitisation and politicisation of aid in 
Gaza since 2023 leaves humanitarians 
closer to non-negotiation, or avoidance 
bargaining. They are forced to use the 
routes, provide the products and serve 
the communities all already determined 
by Israel and the US, or they face being 
excluded entirely (United Nations World 
Food Programme, 2025). Here, humanit-
arian negotiation is merely symbolic – 
devoid of autonomy or authority, with no 
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leverage nor shared interests, and one 
predetermined outcome. 

13. Limitations
The practitioner inputs were limited to 
two informal conversations, without sys-
tematic sampling or follow-up validation. 
This paper relies on a small sample size 
(N=2) and a targeted literature review, 
which limits generalisability. The inter-
viewees were selected to draw on practi-
tioner insights and so should be inter-
preted as observations that highlight 
gaps in the relationship between literat-
ure and practice. The scope of the inter-
views was restricted to their experiences 
as humanitarian negotiators and later 
educators, noting their observations of 
where their practices depart from tradi-
tional negotiation literature. The sample 
is restricted in geographical origin and 
organisational experience. The insights 
presented should therefore be read as 
illustrative rather than generalisable and 
future research could draw on greater 
sample sizes with more extensive ques-
tioning. 

14. Conclusion
In recent years, humanitarian negotiation 
has been progressively elevated from just 
“part of the job” to a specific domain of 
study and practice, yet many challenges 
remain (CCHN, 2019). Drawing upon 
interviews and existing literature, this 
paper has shown the inapplicability of 
negotiation constructs such as BATNA and 
ZOPA and their associated tools. In 
alignment with the literature, both practi-
tioners described negotiations dominated 
by power imbalance and limited leverage 
— consistent with literature on humanit-
arian negotiation under coercive environ-
ments. Many elements of humanitarian 
negotiation pose challenges to the as-
sumptions of traditional theory: non-lin-
ear relationships, 360-degree negoti-
ations, lack of interdependence, and large 
power asymmetries. However, through 
careful application of persuasive 
strategies such as framing and preparat-
ory tools such as stakeholder mapping, 

humanitarians can draw upon negotiation 
scholarship to overcome the challenges 
inherent to humanitarian negotiation. 

Negotiation theory therefore requires 
reimagination when applied to humanit-
arian settings. Humanitarian engagement 
is not a neutral act, but rather a governed 
practice conditioned by donor interests, 
counterterrorism regimes, and the secur-
itisation of aid. Traditional negotiation 
theory maintains underlying assumptions 
of voluntary participation, mutual de-
pendence, and the possibility of exit. For 
humanitarians, we must move away from 
a framework of optimising outcomes 
between parties. Negotiation theory must 
instead confront how negotiation frame-
works can begin from conditions of 
constrained autonomy, profound power 
asymmetry, a lack of shared interests, 
and contested legitimacy.   
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