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Allen Weiner is a scholar of international conflict, senior lecturer in International Law at the Stanford 

Law School, and Director of the Stanford Program on International and Comparative Law. Informed by 

his experience practicing law in the United States Department of State for over a decade, his research 

focuses on international law and response to contemporary security threats of international terrorism, the 

proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, and situations of widespread humanitarian atrocities. 

Weiner also serves as Co-Director of the Stanford Center for International Conflict and Negotiation, 

where his multidisciplinary work analyzes the barriers to violent political conflicts and informs efforts in 

international conflict resolution.  The center studies how strategic, psychological, and structural barriers 

can impede negotiation and potentially lead to irrational behavior and negative outcomes. 

 

 

Summary  

Weiner shares insights from his research on how to encourage effective negotiation in both theoretical 

discussions and real-world applications. Rather than ascribe one generalized theory to a multifaceted 

world where each conflict is comprised of singular circumstances, his approach emphasizes the value of 

using questions to identify barriers, to shed light on individual factors within conflicts, and to scaffold 

conversations with pertinent parties. Although he fears that many current applications of technology have 

served to engender conflict rather than resolve it, he believes that there is potential to use technology to 

better understand problems, encourage rational behavior, disrupt harmful narratives, and scale up 

successful interventions.  

 

 

 

Identifying Barriers: An Interdisciplinary Effort   

 

 Our  work at the Stanford Center on Conflict Resolution  is based on the premise that there is no 

general theory of conflict, but rather a unique series of factors that determine each one. Our center was 

founded in the early 1990s when a group of scholars from Stanford first started addressing the problems 

of international conflict resolution. At the time, there were many conflicts that had been going on for 

years – such as the Northern Ireland  and Israeli-Arab conflicts. In those years, there were many times 

when it was often possible for outsiders to look at the conflict and come up with a resolution that would 

improve situations for both sides. And yet, the conflicting parties themselves were never able to reach an 

agreement or accept any proposed resolutions – even when it would leave both sides better off. For 

economists approaching this problem from a purely rational perspective, this problem was enough to 

make one’s head explode. It was so hard to understand why the conflicting parties would refuse to do 

something that would serve both of their best interests. What are the reasons why they cannot or will not 

reach an agreement that helps everyone involved in the conflict? This was the question that launched the 

Stanford Center on Conflict Negotiation. 

 

What characterizes our center is that we have individuals from a multitude of different fields working 

on conflict resolution efforts. We wanted to look at the problem in a highly interdisciplinary way, and so 

we gathered lawyers, negotiation theorists, political scientists, economists, and social psychologists to 



think about this problem together. Our team ranges from researchers and scientists to civil servants and 

government representatives. The Stanford Center on Conflict and Negotiation published a book in 1995 

called “Barriers to Conflict Resolution” that identifies a series of barriers to conflict resolution from an 

interdisciplinary perspective. Instead of one general theory or model, we developed a framework about 

the barriers preventing parties from reaching agreements that would improve the situation for both sides.  

 

We try to be very humble: we are not purporting to be able to tell others what to do if we do not fully 

understand their conflict. Our view is that we do not have answers – we have questions. When 

representatives from Venezuela came to campus looking for guidance on how to address their conflict 

back home, I told them: “I have no answers to give you because I do not know enough about Venezuela 

to give you an informed answer. However, what we can give you is a check-list of factors present in 

conflicts to identify what is standing in the way of conflict resolution in your situation. This series of 

factors can then be distilled into questions that can be used to engage with parties. Based on these 

questions, you can observe which barriers to conflict resolution are at work. You can then begin to 

approach your conflict using the frameworks, questions, and problems identified to aid and structure your 

conversations with the parties involved”. We do not have one theory, because there is no one singular 

conflict. What we can leverage is a framework for beginning to approach and analyze each individual 

situation. 

 

Multiple Levels of Conflict, Multiple Kinds of Peace  

 

 There are, however, some recurring patterns of conflict. For example, a recurring cause of 

conflict is the situation in which a party believes that they are not able to maximize what they want 

because of the competing interests of others. The feeling that one individual or one group is not able to 

achieve all it wants is common to all conflicts – this could be material resources like oil, waterways, or 

land.  

 

Some conflicts also include the roles of important identities. We often see conflicts where people are 

extremely concerned about whether their identity is being recognized or preserved; they may feel that 

their identities are being threatened or faced with a change in power or status. The idea of competition 

over scarce resources is common to all conflicts, and you can also find some questions about the status of 

identity in some.  

 

 There are also conflicts that originate from structural barriers within an organization because any 

solution would create  winners and losers within the community. For example, there could be powerful 

groups within constituencies that might prevent a settlement that is in the best interest of the community 

at large. I think we see this in Israel and Palestine. In the kind of agreement that everybody imagines to be 

the “right” kind of agreement, two constituencies that would be certain to lose are the settlers on the 

Israeli side and the refugees on the Palestinian side. The settlers would have to relocate from their homes, 

and the refugees would not have a chance to go back – whereas the right of return is one of the 

Palestinians’ major demands. If you put the two-state solution to a referendum in both communities, the 

supermajority of people would favor this solution. However, the losers – on both sides – lose a lot, and 

they are motivated to prevent these deals from being realized. Robert Putnam, the political scientist who 

first coined the term of the “two-level game” in 1988, said that you must find a solution that is acceptable 

not only to the majority but also to the elites who have to sell that negotiation within their own domestic 

political systems. The negotiation is going on at two levels – and there are many conflicts where the 

domestic, intra-group dynamics have a strong impact on whether resolutions are accepted or rejected.   

 

 As there are multiple kinds of conflict, there are multiple kinds of peace. People often talk about 

the absence or cessation of violence, which we refer to as “negative peace.” This is a hugely important 

feat in some of the highly violent conflicts that we see. If we can at least stop the violence where people 



were killing each other and make them live together side by side, we achieve a fundamental step towards 

progress. However, this is essentially the same as a frozen conflict, a pause rather than momentum 

towards a constructive and peaceful future together. This should not  be the end but only a step towards 

the end goal. “Positive peace” is the notion of cooperative, productive relationships that people continue 

to be engaged in. It is not only the absence of tension, but the presence of sustained collaboration. There 

are numerous conflicts where we have seen an end to the violence and killing, yet we have not achieved 

anything even close to positive peace. Take for example the resolution of conflict in Bosnia – this is a 

classic example of a negative peace without positive peace. We have stopped the violence, but there 

remains a great enmity between the parties. Alas, we have not seen people cooperate across fault lines, 

and we have not built a collaborative political culture. Though we have been able to put a stop to the 

killing, the parties have not been able to truly envision a shared future that is acceptable or reparable, or to 

take realizable steps towards this future. Until positive peace has been attained and we begin to form these 

cooperative relationships, the conflict is still lurking – albeit in a frozen form.  

 

To further complicate the issue, there are times when there is a trade-off between peace and justice. 

There is a body of work on transnational justice focusing on issues of reparations, reconstruction, and war 

aims. The larger question must be asked: “Is it a just peace, or just a peace”? When we think about 

reasons for going to war, we have to start with “the justice of the war”: are we engaging because we were 

attacked, and therefore acting in self-defense, or coming to the aid of another country, for example to stop 

human atrocities that someone is perpetrating on their own population? People today want just causes for 

going to war. How this is defined, may vary depending on the circumstances. Is it “just” to say that justice 

allows me to insist on the unconditional surrender of my adversary, as the United States and its allies did 

at the end of World War II? We could have ended the war without insisting on unconditional surrender or 

utilizing the nuclear bomb, though that would have left the regime in power in Japan. There is also the 

question of the justice of how the war is fought, involving the principle of non-combatant immunity and 

civilian impacts. Finally, a new body of study is starting to emerge on how to think about justice with 

respect to how wars end – accompanied by a whole host of new questions to consider. For example, is it 

appropriate to demand reparations from the losing side? Is it appropriate to do so when I was unjustly 

attacked and I suffered terribly, as we saw in World War I? Or, should we be more focused on creating 

stable circumstances for peace, so that war is less likely to reoccur in the future? Does the victor have any 

duty to rebuild the vanquished? If you have done an injury to me and I am entitled to compensation, do 

we ignore the principle of reparations in the interest of long-term peace and stability? Regarding the issue 

of accountability for war crimes and atrocities committed, what does “justice” look like? Should we 

prosecute people for the atrocities committed? Or, is it better to grant them amnesty if this facilitates the 

end of war? Some may say that it is unjust to perpetuate war memories when the war is over, but others 

would say it is unjust to fail to punish people who committed atrocities. When we discuss how peace is 

discussed and enacted on an international scale, these are the questions that must be considered.  

 

Perceived Irreconcilability: The Perpetuation of Intractable Conflicts  

 

At the Center, we are particularly interested in a subset of conflicts known as “intractable conflicts”. 

Often violent, what makes these conflicts different is that each of the parties involved believes that their 

survival hinges on preventing the other side from getting what they want. Their opponent’s success would 

result in their destruction. Here, “destruction” can mean a variety of things – physical destruction, the 

destruction of political identity, or the destruction of cultural ways of life. These are almost existential 

conflicts. When you fear that the other sides’ success will result in the end of your way of life, we define 

this as an “enemy relationship”.  

What makes these conflicts “intractable” is the perceived inability to reconcile these conflicts without 

personal ruin. There is a different pathway about why enemy relationships developed for each conflict, 

involving extensive history, political activity, and political leadership. I think that one key factor  causing 

a conflict to become intractable is when both parties believe they have been cheated out of their due share.  



In many conflicts, we might be able to imagine that there are some traits with overlap that could point 

us towards a mutually acceptable outcome. In a classic, rational, interest-based negotiation, the key is to 

anticipate an outcome that is preferable for both sides, other than remaining in conflict. In intractable 

conflicts, instead, there is no such outcome that would make both sides better off. Or at least, there is a 

perception on both sides that such an outcome is not possible.   

The continuation of conflict is a complicated issue that cuts both ways. Sometimes with long-standing 

conflicts, we can see change occur when a new generation comes of age with new ways of thinking. The 

situation could have been held hostage to one generation of partisans who were particularly at odds with 

one another. For example, there was a time when US-Cuba relations were dominated by people who had 

experienced the Cuban Revolution, had been touched by the widespread expropriation of properties, and 

personally knew the Cuban exiles. These were people who had enemy relationships with each other. 

However, their children may not understand why it was impossible to reach an understanding with the 

people on the other side of the border. With time came a new generation with a different perspective. In 

fact, there are many ways for parties to reproduce conflict when they have been adversaries for a long 

time. Parties tell stories about why the conflict exists and they rationalize the reasons why they are in 

conflict, which can lead to demonization of the enemy. In addition to perpetuating and sometimes 

expanding the conflict, this can also make it harder for them to compromise at the negotiation table as 

long as that generation is in power. Time is an important factor in the equation of conflict resolution.  

 

 

Not Just Rationality: Psychological Barriers to Conflict Resolution  

 

Our work with relational barriers addresses tactical and strategic barriers, as well as broader 

institutional and structural barriers. Tactical and strategic barriers are those that arise from the efforts of 

bargainers and negotiators to maximize their short-term and long-term outcomes; among these are 

concealment or misrepresentation of one’s true interests or priorities. These barriers can cause rational, 

self-interest parties to act in a manner that is individually and collectively disadvantageous. Psychological 

and social barriers do not arise from rational pursuit of self-interest, but rather reflect biases in how 

human beings interpret information and engage in social interactions. For example, the character and 

motives of the negotiators themselves are often assessed in addition to their proposals. The third category 

of institutional and structural barriers encompasses a range of barriers, including bureaucratic structures 

that restrict information flow, political considerations that restrain leaders from making compromises, and 

powerful factions within a constituency that may influence decisions.  

 

 A common problem in negotiation theory occurs when we are both trying to maximize our share, 

and ultimately cannot reach an agreement because of this self-interest. It’s a classic problem in rational-

choice negotiation theory. There is a pie to be divided, but I just want more. An example I give to my 

students that often brings glimmers of recognition involves selling my car. When I was leaving Stanford 

after being a student here many years ago, it was time for me to move off to my first job. I had to sell my 

car, so I listed my desired sale price of $2000 in the newspaper. Soon after, somebody called me and told 

me I was asking for too much, but they would give me $1200 for it. Honestly, I had to sell it before I 

moved to Washington D.C. or else I would have to get rid of it; I would have taken $20 for that car. But 

here I was, just graduating from Stanford Law School as a key negotiator – so I said I might sell it for 

$1800. And the guy hung up.  

 What happened? Basically, I did not achieve a deal because I was engaged in feigned 

intransigence in order to maximize my share of the settlement value. Taking the $1200 he offered me 

would have been a much better deal instead of ending up with no deal; both of us would have been better 

off. However, I wanted to get as much of the money as I could, and this resulted in no deal. In the end, I 

ended up selling it to another buyer for less. This is rather common in negotiation theory – it’s like union 

negotiations, labor negotiations, or when basketball players go on strike. All parties want the business of 



basketball or employment to continue. They are just fighting over who is going to get how much of the 

pie.  

 There are also perception issues experienced in gain and loss, the social-psychological features 

that cause us to perceive trades and exchanges in certain ways. In addition to comprising the bulk of the 

field of behavioral economics, these are why we do things that an economist would not describe as 

“rational.” There is a phenomenon known as “loss aversion”, which is the tendency to prefer avoiding 

losses over equivalent gains. We value what we have to lose more than gaining something of equal value. 

From an economic standpoint, it makes no sense to value something of the same value more when you 

stand to lose it than when you stand to gain it. Yet, loss aversion can drive significant behavioral changes 

depending on how a situation is framed. For example, a woman finds an old bottle of wine in her attic and 

takes it to her vintner who tells her, “Oh my god, this is a 1986 Rothschild, one of the most amazing 

Bordeaux you can find in the world!” He then offers her $500 for this bottle of wine, and she says “No, 

this is my Rothschild.” She does not want to lose something valuable that she has. Later, a man needs a 

bottle of wine for a very special dinner with his wife on their 25
th

 wedding anniversary and goes to a wine 

store asking for their best bottle of wine. The clerk pulls out a 1986 Rothschild, saying “This is a 1986 

Rothschild, one of the most amazing Bordeaux you can find in the world!” When the man asks how much 

it is, the clerk tells him $300. He responds, “I’m not going to pay $300 for a bottle of wine, this is crazy.” 

To an economist, this behavior does not make sense. If it was worth so much that I would not sell it for 

$500, I should be ready to pay $300. This is irrational. And yet, how the situation is set up changes the 

behavior.    

 We know from laboratory studies that people do not behave the way a rational economist might 

predict they will. Losses and gains are perceived and experienced differently in the human mind. So when 

they think of conflict resolution involving exchanges, negotiators need to be aware of these psychological 

barriers. If, for example, a deal was proposed that meant that the Israelis have to give up something 

valuable and the Palestinians have to give up something valuable, this feeling of loss can change how they 

evaluate the deal. Whether it is feelings of gains and losses, the way adversaries are construed in 

negotiations - demonization of the enemy, or perceptions of the other side being untrustworthy - there is a 

series of social-psychological phenomena that can make parties more reluctant to enter into agreements or 

resolutions.   

Putting Theory Into Practice: Working Through A Negotiation   

When we talk to people who are engaged in conflicts, we talk about the barriers to conflict resolution 

that we have studied. When we bring up strategic barriers, they often say, “Yeah, yeah, that’s all true, 

there are strategic barriers in negotiation, I’ve seen that.” When we bring up psychological barriers, they 

often say, “Yeah, that sounds right, we’ve experienced that.” But what happens when I ask them, “What 

is the real barrier to all of these conflicts?” Almost every time, they will tell us, “The real barrier is those 

people on the other side. It’s them. It’s our enemy.” These are situations that we characterize as enemy 

relationships, as opposed to adversarial relationships. Having parties be willing and able to level with one 

another is critical. We use the questions we’ve developed at the Center to talk through these perceptions 

of enemy relationships in order to work towards peaceful relations. 

 

When we go into negotiations, it is important to begin to understand what they want instead of what I 

want. This is critically important because it begins to create an opportunity to imagine and discuss a 

mutually bearable shared future. Is it possible for the parties to imagine a world where there is a mutually 

bearable shared future? Do they have a vision for this future? Each must be able to see some kind of 

future, although they do not need to have the same vision. In fact, many times parties will sign an 

agreement while each side is hoping for a different vision. What matters, however, is the question, “When 

I listen to you talk about the vision that you want for the future of your people, is there a place for me 

there that I would find bearable?” If the answer is no, these people are going to stay in conflict as they 



cannot even begin to imagine a mutually bearable future. However, if they say, “I can hear a place for me 

in your vision that is okay, even if it isn’t exactly what I want,” we have the basics of beginning to engage 

in trades.  

 

We often help parties begin to understand and articulate what the other side wants; this is critically 

important as it creates opportunity for dialogue. They have to be able to articulate what the other side 

wants, not only what they want. A useful exercise involves encouraging the parties to tell the other side 

their narrative about why they believe they are in conflict and to describe what kind of resolution they 

want. And we emphasize that they do not have to agree with each other, they do not have to believe each 

other, but you have to try to listen to what they have to say – and they will do the same for you. The 

listener then has more opportunity to say, “That’s not how it was,” and we can begin to start a more 

productive dialogue. This often helps to strip away some of the exaggerations and some of the extreme, 

inflammatory statements imputed to the other side.  

 

There are organizations that look for ways to make “peace” steps scalable. For decades, there have 

been workshops and programs and efforts to develop and enhance understanding between the Palestinians 

and the Israelis. Some, like Seeds for Peace, bring kids together to hang out at a summer camp and learn 

about each other as people. We have seen that people typically have very different perceptions of each 

other at the end of these experiences. However, they then go back to their realities and return to 

circumstances that can create conflict once more. Palestinians still have to go through check-points with 

Israeli soldiers. Israeli Jews still feel worried about taking the bus because they fear getting hurt. When 

they are confronted again with circumstances that fuel the conflict, it is different to sustain and register 

the different, changed understandings they once had for one another. It is almost impossible for those 

changed understandings to survive that environment.  

 

What manipulations and interventions are there, if any, that can make these pro-social perceptions 

last? Once we create pro-social changes in understanding, how can we sustain them? These are the 

questions that we need to figure out.   

 

Disrupting Narratives: Implications for Media Technology   

  

One of the first things you can do to work towards conflict resolution is to establish contact. Many 

conflicts involve people who are segregated, where the bulk of information they receive about the other 

side comes through negative media sources. Each group is constantly being told, “We can never trust this 

adversary group, they are trying to kill us.” Inevitably, they start thinking, “We have no choice but to use 

force to protect ourselves against this group that would hurt us if they got their way.” Contact can help 

break some of these narratives. If you can make people to start thinking, “Those people are not like what 

I’ve been told they are,” we can make faster progress. Think of how influential the television show 

“Roots” was in the USA: it was the story of an African-American man,  abducted by slavers in Africa and 

forced to go the United States on a slave ship. This was one of the most widely watched television shows 

at the time, and I think it really helped to transform the mindsets and attitudes of many white folks. Until 

this show, they never had any media exposure that made them empathetic to the African-American 

community. These opportunities for contact are important, for many of us do not have contact with other 

groups – especially if they are considered our adversaries.  

I think TV is an answer to a lot of questions. I am increasingly persuaded of the power of stories and 

narratives to produce pro-social changes in people’s lives more efficiently than data and arguments can.  

 

 

Promising Pathways: Using Technology for Good 



I remember the early days of Internet technology when there was so much enthusiasm. We thought 

social media would be leveling and democratizing information. In the Green Revolution, the Arab Spring, 

and the 2009 election in Iran, technology was a great force for organizing communities; it was a vehicle 

for mobilization and action. I also think that social media can play an important role in replicating what 

has been shown to produce pro-social changes in perceptions towards enemies. However, we have seen 

regimes using technology as new platforms of oppression. With voice recognition, face recognition, and 

massive pictures of crowds, they can demonize reformers by identifying people who want to be 

anonymous within the crowd.  

 

To me, technology is still an untapped tool – as of right now. I would say that it has been a source of 

more harm than good in the world of conflict. It has probably contributed more to conflict than to 

reconciliation. Even on my Facebook feed, I see some really hateful stuff. The echo-chamber 

phenomenon that we associate with social media involves people increasingly receiving information from 

people with the same views as they do, which confirms their own biases and tends to produce more 

extreme views. I see things on Facebook that show me how dumb, venal, stupid, cruel, and insensitive the 

people on the other side of the political spectrum are. I can’t help it, because the algorithm sends me more 

and more of the same - creating a spiral effect.  

 

You and I might think that people with strongly negative views will change their minds when exposed 

to information, facts, and data that are inconsistent with their own beliefs. In actuality, the opposite 

happens. People feel threatened by this information that challenges their deeply held beliefs, forcing them 

to reject the contrarian idea and become more entrenched in their views. Social psychologists have been 

working on variations of the “contact theory” for years, looking at models for transforming adversarial or 

enemy relationships. Now that we see these patterns being replicated in social media, what can we do to 

change that? How can we address this phenomenon in algorithmic ways? I  think that the human factor in 

technology needs to be more richly understood so we can change these behaviors.  

 

In particular, we can use technology to better probe and answer questions about conflict. Some of the 

people on our social-psychological board have been working in this area. Jennifer Eberhardt’s work on 

implicit bias and race relations is fantastic. Implicit bias is when people evaluate individuals of different 

races in different, discriminatory ways without being aware of it. We like to think that we are all 

reasonably-minded people that treat others fairly. Very few people say they are racist, or admit to 

discriminating unfairly. Instead, we say we judge people on their character. One of my favorite studies 

that she has done to demonstrate the role of implicit bias on behavior is taking people on virtual tours of 

houses. They put on a virtual reality headset and get to look at one of two houses. Both houses are exactly 

the same, with all of the same rooms with all of the same pictures on the wall. The only difference is the 

family pictures on the mantelpiece – in one condition it’s a black family, and in the other it’s a white 

family. Then, she asks them, “How much would you pay for this house?” The difference in the two rooms 

is very subtle and it was not emphasized, it is something you would maybe notice from the corner of your 

eye. And yet what we find is that people consistently offer less for the house of the black family than for 

the white family. When they tried to ask the participants about why this difference occurred, they found 

that it was an implicit bias rather than an explicit one. No one said, “I am racist against black people and 

want to pay them less.” Instead, they came up with rationalizations based on stereotypes, like saying they 

assumed the house belonging to the black family belonged to a high-crime neighborhood. Before we can 

work to try to change a behavior, we need to first discover and understand it. Technology may offer 

insights as to how to better study these phenomena.  

 

In principle, I believe that technology can help encourage pro-social perceptions and conflict 

resolution. We know from social psychological experiments that interventions and manipulations can 

change presumptions in a positive manner. 

 



 I think that a place where technology holds a lot of potential to help is in making people behave more 

rationally, as opposed to the unconscious ways we perceive our adversaries and calculate our feelings of 

gain and loss. In addition, technology helps put people in touch with one another.  

 

In addition, I am interested in seeing the applications of technology to scaling up interventions. Some 

of our work on dialogue processes involves finding representatives of different communities to talk about 

conflicts in small groups; it would be really interesting if technology would enable us to scale this up.  


