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1. Facilitators of, and chairs in, climate change diplomacy are key agents to strengthen 
and leverage enabling negotiation dynamics to overcome challenges in Sustainable 
Development Diplomacy (this thesis).  

2. Facilitating successful negotiation and early-implementation outcomes to address 
complex global sustainability challenges requires alignment across state and non-state 
stakeholders (this thesis).  

3. Multi-stakeholder models practiced in the field of technical internet governance have 
demonstrated efficacy in managing a global public good.   
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solution to addressing the complex problem of antimicrobial resistance.  
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1  

 General Introduction  

The 1987 Brundtland report1 defined the term sustainable development as “…development 

that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to 

meet their own needs” (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987). Based 

upon experience negotiating and observing a suite of intergovernmental treaty negotiations 

related to sustainable development pursuits, Bo Kjellén (2008)—a former career diplomat—

saw the need for coherent systems to support global cooperation if sustainable development 

was ever to be achieved. He posited the need for a “new diplomacy for sustainable 

development” suited to reflect the degree of cooperation necessary to respond to major global 

change and to pursue sustainable development (Kjellén, 2008). According to Kjellén, 

sustainable development is about protecting future generations, not nation states (Kjellén, 

2008, p. 43). It is through a new diplomacy on sustainable development that the Brundtland 

definition can be realized. This new diplomacy—sustainable development diplomacy (SD 

diplomacy2)—is defined as the “process of negotiating and implementing the [Sustainable 

Development Goals] at all scales” (Moomaw et al., 2017, p. 73). This thesis will employ this 

definition of SD diplomacy throughout. 

Since the conception of SD diplomacy, the United Nations Summit adopted ‘Transforming 

our world: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’ in September 2015 with the 

overarching goal to eradicate poverty and achieve sustainable development (United Nations 

General Assembly, 2015). The 2030 agenda later came to be commonly known as the 

 

1 Also known as the report of the World Commission on Environment and Development, “Our Common 

Future” which later became better known as the Brundtland report, named after the Chairman of the 

Commission, Gro Harlem Brundtland. 

2 The relevant literature sometimes refers to sustainable development diplomacy in short form as “SDD.” To 

avoid confusion with a similar acronym used in this thesis, SDG (for sustainable development goal), this thesis 

uses the term “SD diplomacy” throughout. 
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Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).3 The UN and its member states adopted the SDGs 

as a multilateral agenda that included 17 SDGs and 169 related targets that were agreed to be 

“integrated and indivisible” (United Nations General Assembly, 2015, p. 6), thereby 

reiterating the need for more interconnected approaches posited by SD diplomacy scholars. 

The SDGs encompass a broad agenda (from zero hunger, gender equality, to climate action) 

that is inclusive of both environmental and developmental goals, thereby linking these two 

pursuits in the policy world. Yet, the continued realization of SDGs occurs in siloed 

negotiations and institutions across a diverse landscape of venues and actors, from 

intergovernmental conventions to multi-stakeholder collaborations. Scholars of SD 

diplomacy assert that “meeting the SDGs will require multiple agreements regarding 

implementation policies, strategies and actions at all scales from international to local, and 

across sectors of society and the economy” (Moomaw et al., 2017). As Moomaw et al. (2017) 

recognize, the diversity, complexity, and scales of sustainable development necessarily 

expand beyond national governments and includes other ‘non-state’ sectors, actors, and 

processes (Hoogeveen & Verkooijen, 2010; Moomaw et al., 2017). 

In an effort to operationalize SD diplomacy, Moomaw et al. (2017) offer seven diagnostics 

for negotiating and implementing the SDGs:  

1. “reframe issues into a sustainable development context instead of framing them as 

environmental, social or economic problems” (75);  

2. “utilize mutual gains negotiation techniques to benefit as many state and non-state 

parties as possible while effectively addressing the issue of concern” (76); 

3. “engage multiple state and non-state stakeholders” (76);  

4. “assemble the relevant scientific, economic, and political information to identify the 

underlying causes of a problem or issue” (77);  

 

3 The Sustainable Development Goals were preceded by the Millennium Development Goals (MGDs). The 

MGDs were a result of the Millennium Project, launched in 2002 by the United Nations Secretary-General as a 

means to address global “poverty, hunger and disease” by 2015. The SDGs were negotiated as a global agenda 

to 2030. See: https://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/bkgd.shtml and 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/topics/sustainabledevelopmentgoals 
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5. “create a portfolio of actions that can address the stated goals at a level of complexity 

that is compatible with the complexity of the problem” (p. 77);  

6. “identify the levels of political and societal organization where intervention is most 

acceptable and governance will be most effective and accountable” (p. 78); and  

7. ensuring “instruments are living and flexible and able to respond effectively to new 

information and the evolving context as actions are taken” (Moomaw et al., 2017; 78–

79).  

At its essence, SD diplomacy emphasizes the multi-faceted nature of sustainable 

development, with greater focus on negotiations (as five out of seven of the diagnostics 

indicate) (Moomaw et al., 2017). This multi-faceted nature, the definition, and above 

diagnostics of SD diplomacy suggest linkages and relevance to at least three broader 

literatures: international relations (IR), multi-party negotiation, and conflict (or dispute) 

resolution.4 Yet, the emergent discipline of SD diplomacy draws little from these robust 

disciplines nor does it contribute to them. Drawing upon related literatures can strengthen SD 

diplomacy’s relevance and provide an integrated understanding of the diverse array of 

processes SD diplomacy scholars call for to support sustainable development. 

With regards to the first body of literature, international relations (IR), the term ‘diplomacy’ 

is grounded in and defined by this field (Plischke, 1973), although some argue diplomacy is 

not central enough to the theory or practice of IR (Plischke, 1973; Sharp, 1999). Definitions 

of diplomacy vary—from use of the term without any definition (Plischke, 1973, p. 337), to 

more precise definitions. For example, diplomacy has been defined as a “discrete human 

practice constituted by the explicit construction, representation, negotiation, and 

manipulation of necessarily ambiguous identities” (Sharp, 1999, p. 33) and as encompassing 

both art and science in the “making (negotiating) and implementing of foreign policy, at all 

levels, centrally and in the field” (Plischke, 1973, p. 333). The latter definition closely 

reflects the one of SD diplomacy with the exception that it is limited to foreign policy. SD 

diplomacy argues that corresponding local and national policies and actions are needed to 

 

4 SD diplomacy also has linkages to diplomacy, governance, and systems literatures, but for the purposes of this 

thesis, the focus is on international relations, multi-party negotiation, and conflict (or dispute) resolution. In 

addition, it is noted that ‘diplomacy’ is grounded within the field of international relations. 
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achieve sustainable development at all scales (Moomaw et al. 207). While calling for an 

institutional reform in a “new era of international cooperation,” Kjellén (2008) recognizes the 

realities facing interstate relations, that “boundaries of traditional diplomacy—concentrated 

on national security and economic and commercial matters—are being extended to a much 

broader concern for global sustainability,” and that “power politics continue to rule the 

world” (Kjellén, 2008, p. xvi). This argument reflects a rationalist view of international 

relations theory in that areas where states typically cooperate and compete such as security 

can also be extended to addressing sustainability issues even though states remain principally 

focused on “power and interest” (Stein, 2008, p. 203). While SD diplomacy is not limited to 

the field of international relations, its terminology, definition, and raison d'être are derived 

from, and relevant to, that field.  

The second body of literature, multi-party negotiation, offers insight into the analysis of 

complex negotiations involving many sides. Literature on multi-party negotiation is 

embedded within the fields of international negotiation, multilateral negotiation, and 

negotiation theory. Recognizing that even with the “integrated and indivisible” SDGs (UN 

General Assembly, 2015, p.6), the pursuit of these goals is taking place across a myriad of 

multi-party negotiation processes. For instance, the UN Framework Convention on Climate 

Change (UNFCCC) treaty was adopted in 1992, well before the SDGs, and negotiations 

continue under that framework to address climate change—climate action being one of the 

SDGs (SDG 13). Multi-party negotiation theorists such as Zartman (2002) and Crump (2015) 

offer frameworks of analysis for understanding key variables in these complex negotiations. 

These analysis frameworks are relevant for understanding ongoing negotiations related to 

sustainable development, considering that these negotiations are multi-party in nature. Yet 

these frameworks do not fully reflect the policy contexts within and between states,5 the roles 

 

5 Zartman (2002) does not address the context of the negotiation whereas Crump (2015) does include 

understanding of the context as part of the analytical framework.  
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of supporting institutions and parallel processes,6 nor the continuous nature7 of sustainable 

development negotiations. 

The third literature, conflict resolution, a subset of alternative dispute resolution (ADR) 

(Emerson et al., 2017) is applicable to SD diplomacy for several reasons. Firstly, SD 

diplomacy is not limited to foreign policy (which would put it squarely in the field of IR) 

since it posits that negotiation and implementation need to happen across diverse 

stakeholders and sectors spanning local to global scales (Moomaw et al., 2017). Secondly, the 

definition of SD diplomacy, concepts proposed by SD diplomacy scholars, and the coherence 

called for by the UN 2030 Agenda suggest the need for collaboration within and across 

intergovernmental, multi-party, and multi-stakeholder8 negotiation processes. Since the 

1990s, participatory, multi-stakeholder collaboration has been used to resolve environmental 

conflict and inform environmental policy (Ehrmann, 1997; Emerson et al., 2017). A central 

tenet of collaboration is the interdependence of parties or stakeholders: they need each other 

in order to solve the problem (Ehrmann, 1997; Gray, 1989), echoing Kjellén’s assertion that 

we need a new diplomacy that reflects this interdependence. Thirdly, intergovernmental 

sustainable development negotiations have long been supported by informal dialogue via 

“track-two diplomacy” which emerged from the field of conflict resolution (Jones, 2015, p. 

9). Conflict resolution offers insight into the myriad of informal dialogues, parallel processes, 

and multi-stakeholder collaborations related to environmental policy (Ehrmann, 1997; Jones, 

 

6 Both Zartman (2002) and Crump (2015) focus on analysis of negotiations between parties and do not consider 

the institutional structure under which parties may be negotiating. While other negotiation scholars offer insight 

into parallel informal negotiation (Susskind, et al. 1996), these are not addressed in multi-party negotiation 

analytical frameworks.  

7 While intergovernmental treaties do reach decisions, the ongoing nature of negotiations do not necessarily 

reflect a clear beginning, middle, and end. For example, the UNFCCC Conference of the Parties (COPs) have 

produced dozens of decisions on an annual basis since 1996. See: 

https://unfccc.int/decisions?f%5B0%5D=body%3A1343 

8 In this thesis, multi-stakeholder refers to negotiation processes that involve a diverse range of participants—

civil society, scientists, Indigenous Peoples organizations, international organizations, private sector, 

government representatives—that have an interest in the process and/or outcome. Some of these participants 

may be decision-makers on the issue at hand and the multi-stakeholder process plays a supporting role for 

primary negotiating parties in a decision-making policy process (Crump and Glendon, 2003, p.201-202). 
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2015) as well as sustainable development negotiations (Daniels et al., 2012; Mearns & 

Norton, 2010; Sprinz & Vaahtoranta, 1994). Like SD diplomacy (specifically diagnostic 2, 

(Moomaw et al. 2017)), conflict resolution scholars and practitioners emphasize interest-

based negotiation to reach agreement (Marcus et al., 2012; Sprinz & Vaahtoranta, 1994) to 

produce a “win/win outcome with mutual benefits” (Moore, 2014, p. 147). SD diplomacy 

also calls for stakeholder collaboration in implementing negotiated outcomes (Moomaw et al. 

2017; Kjellén 2008), again echoing the collaborative practices employed in the field of 

conflict resolution (Emerson et al., 2017; Savage et al., 2010).  

For clarity of terminology for the purposes of this thesis, the term ‘intergovernmental 

negotiation’ will refer to the international arena of state-to-state negotiations, and the term 

‘multi-party’ will refer to negotiations involving many sides (state and/or non-state) (Crump, 

2003). For the purposes of this thesis, ‘party’ refers to those with decision-making ability or 

‘problem-opportunity ownership’ (Crump & Glendon, 2003, p. 199). The term multi-

stakeholder collaboration refers to many sides (state and/or non-state) involved in 

implementation. The term ‘stakeholder’ is defined as  

key individuals, groups, and organizations that have an interest in the issue at hand. 
They may be responsible for seeing a problem resolved or a decision made, they may 
be affected by a problem or decision, or they may have the power to thwart a solution 
or decision (C. Carlson, 1999, p. 171)9.  

When referring collectively to intergovernmental, multi-party negotiations and multi-

stakeholder collaborations on implementation, this thesis will employ the meta-term 

‘multi-actor processes’ to encompass the diversity of actors engaged across negotiation 

and implementation processes contributing to the sustainable development objective 

examined.  

A consistent characteristic of IR, multi-party negotiation, and conflict resolution literature is 

power (Ehrmann, 1997; Sharp, 1999; Susskind et al., 2003; Zartman, 1994; Zartman & 

Rubin, 2002). The literature has defined ‘power’ in a myriad of ways, from “an action 

intended to produce movement” (Zartman, 2002, p. 6) to the size of a country’s economy 

(Weiler, 2012). While scholars may argue over precise definitions, they invariably emphasize 

 

9 This definition of ‘stakeholder’ differs from corporate or organizational stakeholder where individuals or 

groups may have a financial or legal obligation. 
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the role of power as a—and sometimes the—fundamental factor in multi-actor negotiations. 

For example, one study demonstrated a positive correlation between the size of a country’s 

economy the likelihood they will achieve their desired negotiated outcome (Weiler, 2012). 

However, SD diplomacy diagnostics, briefly acknowledge that “fundamental issues of power 

may still remain” (Moomaw et al., 2017) but do not address it otherwise—a significant gap in 

understanding from the perspective of international relations, multi-party negotiation, and 

conflict resolution literatures. 

In examining the above literatures as they relate to multi-actor sustainable development 

negotiations (Bäckstrand, 2006; Crump & Glendon, 2003; Daniels et al., 2012; Susskind et 

al., 1996, 2003; Zartman, 1994), three primary themes emerge: 1) a need to better understand 

how key negotiation factors (variables) relate to each other and to reaching agreement; 2) 

understanding the primacy of negotiation factors in constraining or enabling multi-actor 

agreement; and 3) a shortage of literature and debate about multi-stakeholder processes in 

terms of influence and effectiveness in contributing to sustainable development. 

 Problem Definition and Knowledge Gaps  

According to SD diplomacy scholars, a new diplomacy is needed to continue negotiating and 

implementing sustainable development objectives. As states, sectors, and actors work across 

scales to negotiate and implement the SDGs, they are forming and participating in a myriad 

of multi-actor processes. These are indicative of the ‘new diplomacy’ for sustainable 

development which Kjellén envisioned in 2008. SD diplomacy offers a different framing of 

sustainable development: as an opportunity instead of a burden. Its diagnostics offer practical 

actions for negotiation and implementation across sectors and scales. Yet, for SD diplomacy 

to gain traction within broader disciplines that inform and influence actors working in 

sustainable development, it needs to be rooted in, and contributing to, the highly relevant 

fields of international relations, multi-party negotiation, and conflict resolution. However 

new the SD diplomacy approach may be, many of its components echo long-standing 

perspectives, analysis, and knowledge from the bodies of literature. With an overall aim of 

strengthening SD diplomacy, this thesis will focus on multi-actor negotiations related to the 

SDGs with a primary focus on climate change (SDG 13)—which deforestation and cattle 

production exacerbate. As such, this thesis includes examination of climate-related SDG 
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efforts to reduce deforestation and degradation (related to SDG 13 on climate change10 and 

SDG 15 life on land), and to enhance the sustainability of cattle production (SDG 12)—a key 

driver of deforestation, greenhouse gas emissions, and loss of biodiversity (Mekonnen & 

Hoekstra, 2012; Nijdam et al., 2012; Ripple et al., 2014). It is worth noting that work on these 

sustainable development issues, and the concept of SD diplomacy itself, precedes the 

negotiation and agreement of SDGs (in some cases, by decades). Yet the SDGs provide a 

global framework for understanding the aims of these sustainability issues and for monitoring 

progress over time. For these reasons and with the overall objective of strengthening SD 

diplomacy, these SDGs are employed to help frame the thesis. To articulate the problem and 

to identify knowledge gaps, key themes across the bodies of literature are explored in turn.  

First, a key theme in understanding factors involved in multi-party negotiation and the 

relationships between them is based upon the underlying current of managing complexity 

(Zartman, 1994). Scholars have referred to complexity as a ‘dominant characteristic’ (Crump, 

2003, p. 205) and emphasize the need to better understand and manage complexity in multi-

party negotiations (Crump, 2003, 2015; Druckman, 2001; Zartman, 1994, 2002). Efforts to 

understand complexity offer several entry points and scales. The architecture and sequence of 

negotiations provide a structural analysis which is broken down into analysis on coalitions, 

leadership, and procedures (Zartman, 1994). Others aim to understand the outcomes of a 

negotiation through analysis of ‘turning points’ (Druckman, 2001) or through power 

relationships across parties, institutions, coalitions (Dimitrov, 2010; Zartman, 1992) and even 

individuals (Dimitrov, 2003). Negotiation scholars also strive to better understand the most 

critical factors playing a role in the negotiation (also referred to in the literature as variables, 

elements, building blocks, dynamics, diagnostics).  

A second theme in the literature is to understand which factors in a negotiation are most 

critical in relation to reaching agreement. There is convergence in the literature on key factors 

in a multi-party negotiation and how to use them to analyze negotiations (Zartman, 2002; 

Crump, 2015; Daniels et al. 2012). Zartman summarized this convergence based upon 

negotiation literature in 2002 but additional multi-party (Crump, 2015) and participatory 

 

10 Deforestation is a significant contributor to global greenhouse gas emissions (IPCC, 2019). 
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frameworks (Daniels, et al. 2012) have since emerged that further our understanding. Key 

factors in multi-party negotiations can be summarized as:  

1) Context—the situation in which the negotiation takes place (Crump, 2015) including 

cultural background (Daniels et al. 2012);  

2) Behavior— “the characteristics of the actors and their interaction” (Zartman, 2002, p. 

11), party relations and “communication patterns” (Crump, 2015);  

3) Power—intrinsic or influential power (Zartman, 2002) to protect interests and achieve 

goals (Daniels, et al. 2012) or in terms of power relationships (Crump, 2015);  

4) Process—the “exchange of concessions and compensations” that occur to support a 

final agreement (Zartman, 2002) including the phases and “critical moments” of the 

negotiation (Crump, 2015) and the institutional mechanisms that “regulate 

interactions” (Daniels et al. 2012);  

5) Strategy—the set of options available to a party to yield a desired outcome vis-à-vis 

other parties’ available options (Zartman, 2002), including incentives related to 

potential loss or gain (Daniels et al. 2012); and  

6) Outcome—the final agreement or result (Zartman, 2002) and the procedural rules 

governing the process for decision-making (Crump, 2015).  

Despite the degrees of convergence in the above-mentioned frameworks, there is little 

understanding of which factors most enable or constrain agreement (Zartman, 1998; 2002; 

Crump 2003, 2015). At the same time, existing multi-party negotiation (Crump 2003, 2015) 

and international negotiation (Zartman, 2002) frameworks do not fully consider the 

sustainable development context of negotiations which happens across sectors, scales, and 

actors (Moomaw et al., 2017). Existing multi-party negotiation frameworks also do not offer 

diagnostics for how these factors should optimally function in multi-party negotiation 

settings. Moomaw et al. (2017) do offer insight into how to optimize multi-party negotiations 

in the context of SD diplomacy yet do not link their approach to the above-mentioned 

frameworks. Linking existing multi-party frameworks with SD diplomacy literature can help 

tailor those frameworks to a sustainable development context while further grounding SD 

diplomacy approaches in related multi-party negotiation literature. 
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A third theme in the literature is the debate about non-state actor processes for sustainable 

development; specifically, the legitimacy and effectiveness of non-state-led collaborations 

and the roles of non-state actors in primarily intergovernmental settings (Arts, 2000; 

Bäckstrand, 2006; Hampson & Hart, 1995). Even prior to the adoption of the SDGs, there 

have been a plethora of negotiation and implementation processes in support of sustainable 

development (Kjellén, 2008). Some of these are intergovernmental policy negotiations (e.g., 

UN Framework Convention on Climate Change; Convention on Biological Diversity). Others 

are multi-stakeholder collaboration processes comprised of government representatives, civil 

society, private sector, multilateral funders, and/or scientific experts that also focus on 

implementation, not solely negotiation (e.g., Forest Carbon Partnership Facility; Commodity 

Roundtables). As noted above and to reiterate here, to refer collectively to both types of 

processes (intergovernmental negotiation and multi-stakeholder collaboration process) this 

thesis uses the term ‘multi-actor processes.’ The literature documents the emergence of 

different types of multi-actor negotiations, typically divided into either multi-stakeholder or 

multi-party processes (Dentoni  H. C., 2011; Fortin, 2013; Fowler & Biekart, 2017) which 

form a mix of policy agreements, voluntary agreements (Bailey & Rupp, 2005), partnerships 

(Bäckstrand, 2006), and negotiations around the mechanisms of implementing sustainable 

development practices (Bäckstrand, 2006; Dooley et al., 2011; Fowler & Biekart, 2017; 

Vieira et al., 2016). Literature on multi-stakeholder processes for sustainable development 

note their rise in popularity and focus on questions of legitimacy (Bernstein, 2011; Mena & 

Palazzo, 2012), accountability (Fowler & Biekart, 2017), efficacy (Cattau et al., 2016), and 

relationship to democratic values (Mena & Palazzo, 2012). Considering SD diplomacy 

scholars call for many scales, sectors, and actors to engage in sustainable development 

(Kjellén, 2008; Moomaw et al., 2017), the rise of these multi-stakeholder collaboration 

processes is a reflection of SD diplomacy in action. While some SDGs are linked to 

international policy frameworks—for instance, SDG 13 on Climate Action and the UN 

Framework Convention on Climate Change—this type of framework is not available for all 

goals. For instance, for sustainable production and consumption (SDG 12), the goal has 

already been negotiated via the SDG process and there is no corresponding international 

policy treaty for ongoing negotiation. Instead, there is a proliferation of multi-stakeholder 

processes emerging (Ingram et al., 2018; Schouten & Glasbergen, 2012), many of which are 

focused on implementation of sustainable practices (Bernstein, 2011). As such, these multi-

stakeholder collaboration processes represent a different aspect of the policy chain: that of 
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implementation, not negotiation. Yet, the literature on these processes is sparse and tends to 

perpetuate debate on whether non-state actor (‘private’) efforts serve as a viable alternative to 

government policy intervention (Brassett et al., 2012; Turcotte & Pasquero, 2001)—leaving 

their evolution and potential contributions minimally understood. 

Based upon the landscape outlined above, an understanding of how key variables—context, 

behavior, power, process, strategy, and outcome—relate to each other in the complex multi-

actor negotiations of sustainable development is lacking. Perhaps the most visibly urgent 

sustainable development objective—addressing climate change—has spurred many to 

wonder why and how the negotiations under the UN Framework Convention on Climate 

Change (UNFCCC) have yielded little in mitigation action. There is also little understanding 

of which factors in SD negotiations are most critical to reaching agreement. Looking to the 

relative success of the negotiations on reducing emissions from deforestation and degradation 

(REDD+)11 (e.g., the historic Paris Agreement) can provide insight on what factors most 

constrained or enabled their agreements. Finally, there is a lack of literature and 

understanding of multi-stakeholder negotiation processes contributing to SDGs. Exploring 

the linkages between intergovernmental and multi-stakeholder REDD+ negotiations as well 

as the multi-stakeholder sustainable beef commodity roundtables—the leading effort on 

sustainability in beef, cattle, and dairy production—can provide evidence-based 

understanding. These insights will advance SD diplomacy’s applicability across disciplines, 

venues, and actors that are critical to sustainable development. 

 Relationships Between Factors in SD Negotiations 

The fields of international relations, multi-party negotiation, and conflict resolution offer 

different perspectives on the factors involved in multi-actor negotiations. The word 

‘diplomacy’ refers to relationships between states—something that is well covered in IR 

literature. Yet we know from the definition of SD diplomacy that this type of diplomacy goes 

well beyond state-to-state relationships. SD diplomacy also encompasses negotiations—

another topic with robust literatures including negotiation theory, international negotiation, 

 

11 Reducing emissions from deforestation and forest degradation and the role of conservation, sustainable 

management of forests and enhancement of forest carbon stocks in developing countries. See: 

https://unfccc.int/topics/land-use/workstreams/reddplus 



  

13 

 

and multi-party negotiation. The discipline of conflict resolution is also relevant as parties 

seek to resolve differences and collectively pursue sustainable development. Drawing upon 

these diverse literatures provides an integrative understanding of how SD diplomacy 

negotiations have evolved to reach the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and can 

evolve to support realization of SDGs. 

First, IR focuses on factors involved in state-to-state negotiations (e.g., UN Framework 

Climate Change Convention, the UN Convention on Biological Diversity). There are many 

competing IR theories surrounding state cooperation or lack thereof, especially around SDG 

13 on climate action. Some scholars argue that states’ domestic political context focuses on 

traditional threats to power and security (Lacy, 2012; Mearsheimer, 2001), which diminishes 

motivation to address slow-moving threats (e.g., climate change) (Grieco, 1988; 

Mearsheimer, 2001). Others argue that international institutions and regimes facilitate 

cooperation and redistribute power (Haas, 1964; Keohane, 2018). Yet cooperation can be 

undermined if those institutions cannot handle challenges (Haas, 2008) or by states’ 

temptation to prioritize short-term economic gain (Stavins, 2011) and defect on commitments 

(Keohane, 2018; Victor, 2006; Vogler, 2009). Others maintain that a lack of hegemonic 

leadership at a global level thwarts progress on sustainable development (Gupta, 2012, p. 

636). 

Second, the field of multi-party negotiation has developed approaches for analyzing the 

process and the key factors that play a role in negotiations with multiple parties. The factors 

involved are variously labeled in the literatures—as variables, elements, diagnostics, and 

dynamics—but all point to a collective set of factors that play roles in multi-actor sustainable 

development negotiations. These are well documented, even if with slightly different 

terminology and definitions. However, the tendency is to identify and define these factors 

theoretically. As Crump identified, there is a lack of understanding around the relationships 

between negotiation factors (Crump, 2003, 2015). Similarly, Crump asserts that the 

foundational descriptive analytical framework provides the basis for future complex 

negotiation analysis “which could include establishing a relationship between key negotiation 

variables” (Crump, 2015, p. 133). SD diplomacy does not offer insights into whether or how 

the diagnostics relate to each other (Moomaw et al., 2017) which presents an opportunity to 

contribute to improved understanding. 
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Third, the field of conflict resolution also offers tools for analysis and understanding of multi-

actor negotiations on sustainable development. Daniels et al. (2012) present a “Unifying 

Negotiation Framework” which views SD negotiations as a ‘discourse process’ that is 

“designing a participatory decision model” (Daniels et al., 2012, p. 11). Within that design, 

Daniels et al. argue, it important to encompass all ‘factors’ and ‘levels’ of participatory 

policy negotiations (Daniels et al., 2012) which they argue are: culture (“shared learned 

behaviors and meanings”) (2012, p.11); agency (“ability to protect interests and achieve 

goals” and includes “power and capacity”); cognition (“information processing and decision-

making”); and parties’ orientation (‘psychological concepts’ related to parties’ interest in 

engaging) (Daniels et al. 2012, p.14). 

Taking an integrative approach across these literatures can provide a more holistic, inter-

disciplinary perspective on the key factors involved in multi-actor sustainable development 

negotiations. Combined with empirical evidence aimed at understanding the relationships 

between these factors and how they relate to reaching agreement can strengthen SD 

diplomacy and enable it to contribute to the three related disciplines.  

 Factors Enabling or Constraining Agreement(s) 

The disciplines of international relations, multi-party negotiations, and conflict resolution 

each have something to offer in understanding the SD diplomacy multiparty negotiation 

processes, including the factors that play a role in those negotiations and in reaching 

agreement. Few offer empirically grounded frameworks for understanding how these factors 

may enable or constrain agreement. While SD diplomacy diagnostics (Moomaw et al., 2017) 

emphasize optimization of five (out of seven) factors (these are also mentioned in section 1.4) 

in the negotiation, they do not offer a sense of priority on which factors are most important to 

reaching agreement, resulting in the conclusion that they are equally important. In addition, a 

factor broadly articulated in IR, negotiation, and conflict resolution literatures as seminal in 

multi-actor negotiations, is critically missing from SD diplomacy diagnostics. The relative 

influence of factors such as power (variably defined and articulated) in multi-actor 

negotiations is debated in IR literature and explored deeply in negotiation theory.  

Within IR literature, scholars emphasize different types of power: geopolitical (Terhalle & 

Depledge, 2013), economic (Weiler, 2012, p. 553); coalition (Zartman in Rubin, 1994, p. 

215); and individual (Dimitrov, 2003, p. 144). Different scholars argue about the types of 

power and the degree to which it is influential in states cooperating and/or reaching 
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agreement (Dimitrov, 2003; Mearsheimer, 2001; Powell, 1991). Within the field of 

negotiation, scholars also recognize different types and effects of power. Kim et al., for 

instance, outline four elements of power: “potential power; perceived power; power tactics; 

and realized power.” (Kim et al., 2005, p. 799). Others posit that a similar distribution of 

power among actors yields mutual gains (one of the SD diplomacy diagnostics) while an 

unequal distribution enhances the agreement’s efficacy (Zartman & Rubin, 2002, p. 5).  

Based upon these literatures, power is too pivotal a factor for SD diplomacy diagnostics to 

exclude. However, it is also important to explore the relative importance of key factors in 

multi-actor SD negotiations, previously synthesized from existing multi-party negotiation 

literature. These were context, behavior, power, process, strategy, and outcome. The 

outcome, however, is also a result of interaction between the other factors, as opposed to an 

independent factor itself. This thesis will explore how those factors support the outcome—

specifically, reaching agreement in multi-actor SD negotiations.  

 Evolution of Multi-stakeholder Collaboration Processes in Contributing to 

Sustainable Development (SD) Diplomacy 

As noted earlier, SD diplomacy emphasizes the need to engage diverse sectors, actors, and 

scales (Kjellén, 2008) yet it is unclear how the plethora of processes, even on the same SDG, 

collectively contribute or relate to one another. For example, how the multi-stakeholder 

process within the Forest Carbon Partnership Facility, among other initiatives, contributed to 

the REDD+ negotiations under the UNFCCC. Among international relations scholars, there 

is much debate on the roles of non-state actors (Arts, 2000, 2006) in what many scholars see 

as state-centric policy negotiations on multilateral legal agreements  (Donnelly, 2000; 

Krasner, 1982; Stein, 2008). Yet as articulated by SD diplomacy scholars, negotiation and 

implementation of sustainable development necessitates broader multi-stakeholder 

approaches (Hoogeveen & Verkooijen, 2010; Kjellén, 2008; Moomaw et al., 2017). The 

literature offers many examples of multi-stakeholder processes (Hemmati, 2002) which are 

referred to as multi-stakeholder initiatives (MSIs) (Fowler & Biekart, 2017; Gilbert & 

Rasche, 2008) or multi-stakeholder dialogues (MSDs) (Susskind et al., 2003). As Fowler and 

Biekart describe,  

“with various labels, MSIs have gained popularity as mechanisms to address complex 
societal problems whose causes span diverse institutions and whose resolution requires 
the alignment and application of different competencies and locations of authority and 
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power…sometimes distinguished between intermittent dialogues and practical long-term 
collaborations” (Fowler & Biekart, 2017, p. 82).  

Negotiation scholars tend to focus on MSI’s supporting role to corresponding decision-

making policy negotiations (Crump & Glendon, 2003), yet in the case of the roundtables for 

sustainable beef, there is no parallel global policy process. In the case of reducing 

deforestation, efforts catalyzed and/or implemented by multi-stakeholder collaboration 

processes have contributed to a portfolio approach solution called for by SD diplomacy 

scholars (Hoogeveen & Verkooijen, 2010; Moomaw et al., 2017). When combined with 

policy interventions, multi-stakeholder efforts such as zero-deforestation supply chain 

commitments (What Is the New York Declaration on Forests?, n.d.), have also contributed to 

reduced deforestation outcomes (Nepstad et al., 2013, 2014). While multi-stakeholder 

collaborations on their own may be insufficient to address the complexity of the deforestation 

problem (Gibbs, Munger, et al., 2015; Lambin et al., 2018) it is important to understand how 

these efforts evolve in a manner that allows them to effectively contribute. Studies have 

variably examined, for example: the competencies of multi-stakeholder initiatives in 

operationalizing the SDGs (Fowler & Biekart, 2017); the evolution from informal to formal 

governance in a multi-stakeholder supply chain network (Alvarez et al., 2010); and the 

phases that private sector multi-stakeholder supply chain efforts move through towards 

achieving widespread participation and authority (“political legitimacy”) (Bernstein & 

Cashore, 2007). The latter is a focus of analysis in Chapter 4. If multi-stakeholder approaches 

are critical to the new diplomacy of sustainable development, it is equally imperative to 

understand their workings and how they evolve to a point of making sustainability 

contributions.  

 Objectives and Research Questions  

The overarching objective of this thesis is to strengthen the theory and practice of sustainable 

development diplomacy (SD diplomacy) as an approach for understanding progress on the 

Sustainable Development Goals related to climate, deforestation, and cattle production. 

Specifically, this thesis examines, in the context of SD diplomacy, three interrelated 

processes: the intergovernmental negotiations under the UNFCCC; intergovernmental 

negotiation and multi-stakeholder processes for REDD+; and the multi-stakeholder approach 

to the roundtables for sustainable beef (RSBs). Based upon empirical evidence from these 

three fields and by drawing upon the relevant literatures of international relations, multi-party 
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negotiation, and conflict resolution, this study aims to explore: 1) how key factors in the 

negotiations of the UNFCCC relate to each other and to reaching agreement; and 2) the 

degree to which those factors enabled or constrained agreement in the UNFCCC and REDD+ 

negotiation contexts. It will also explore the evolutionary characteristics and phases of multi-

stakeholder implementation processes on cattle production and reducing deforestation that 

underpin their potential for contributions to sustainable development. Recognizing this latter 

topic is another step in the policy chain (post-negotiated agreement and into implementation), 

it will need a different conceptual framework than the one used to examine negotiation 

factors. Both frameworks are outlined below.  

Addressing this research objective requires an interdisciplinary lens that draws from 

international relations, multi-party negotiation theory, and conflict resolution. In pursuit of 

these objectives, the research questions are:  

Question 1 (RQ1): What are the negotiation factors involved12 in the UNFCCC 

negotiations; how do those factors relate to each other and to reaching agreement? 

This question is addressed in Chapter 2 which introduces a conceptual framework with five 

dimensions (also referred to as factors, elements, or variables in the broader literature) as a 

starting point and presents empirical evidence to ground the resulting revised model in an 

intergovernmental negotiation forum (related to advancing the climate aspects of sustainable 

development), the UNFCCC. 

Question 2 (RQ2): How did negotiation factors enable or constrain multi-actor 

agreements in REDD+ negotiations and supporting multi-stakeholder REDD+ 

processes?  

The third chapter also examines relationships between negotiation dynamics in terms of the 

degree to which negotiation factors enabled or constrained agreement on REDD+.13  

 

12 As noted earlier in this chapter, multi-party negotiation literature converges around a set of key variables, or 

factors in the negotiation. Recognizing that multi-party negotiations are by definition complex and likely have 

hundreds of variables, this thesis will focus on the main ones as a priority for the research.  

13 Reducing emissions from deforestation and forest degradation and the role of conservation, sustainable 

management of forests and enhancement of forest carbon stocks in developing countries. See: 

https://unfccc.int/topics/land-use/workstreams/reddplus 
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Question 3 (RQ3): What are the evolutionary characteristics and phases of multi-

stakeholder collaborations on cattle and deforestation that underpin their potential for 

sustainability impact?  

The fourth chapter examines governance and accountability characteristics in two multi-

stakeholder contexts: 1) the roundtables for sustainable beef (RSBs); and 2) early 

implementation efforts to reduce deforestation (via REDD+ and zero-deforestation 

commitments). Since these efforts are focused on implementation instead of negotiation, a 

different conceptual framework was needed.  

To answer the three RQs, the thesis applies two conceptual frameworks across three chapters 

that are connected through the research questions (RQs). In answering these RQs, this thesis 

aims to strengthen the SD diplomacy approach and practice in two ways: 1) by drawing upon 

relevant international relations, multi-party negotiation, and conflict resolution literatures and 

2) by presenting empirical evidence from sustainable development negotiations related to 

climate action (SDG 13), life on land (SDG 15), and sustainable consumption and production 

(SDG 12). 

 Conceptual Frameworks 

Considering that the three cases —UNFCCC, REDD+, and RSBs—presented different stages 

of the policy process from negotiation to implementation, two conceptual frameworks were 

necessary to study them and to answer the research question.  

For research questions (RQ) 1 and 2, this thesis focused on the UNFCCC and REDD+ cases, 

employing an iterative, grounded theory method. Based upon the researcher’s years of 

observing negotiations in the UNFCCC, REDD+, and land use contexts, a set of common 

factors in the negotiation started to emerge. These factors reflected a conflict resolution 

model familiar to the author as a professional mediator (referred to here as the Policy 

Dialogue Model, see below). As outlined previously, common factors, or variables, in multi-

actor negotiations were also reflected in the literatures yet had not been applied empirically in 

the sustainable development context. Recognizing the conflict resolution model was 

developed in a different context and may not be entirely suited for understanding 

intergovernmental negotiations, the study used the grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) 

approach with the initial hypothesis that the model was a useful starting point for further 
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understanding specific sustainable development negotiation contexts of the UNFCCC and 

REDD+.  

For research question 3, this thesis examined the multi-stakeholder collaborations of the 

roundtables for sustainable beef (RSBs) and implementation efforts to reduce deforestation. 

These cases represented a different part of the policy spectrum beyond the policy negotiation 

stage and into the policy implementation stage. As such, a different conceptual framework 

was needed to answer RQ3 in order to explore the evolution and underpinnings of multi-

stakeholder collaboration as it relates to their potential for sustainable development 

contributions. This framework is referred to here as the non-state market driven (NSMD) 

model and is outlined towards the end of this section.  

The thesis begins with a descriptive conceptual framework—the Policy Dialogue Model—

which was developed as “a new approach to formulating environmental policy” (Ehrmann, 

1997). It is comprised of five dynamics: three main dynamics and two cross-cutting, 

underlying dynamics (Figure 1) (Ehrmann 1997). The three main dynamics are: 1) Political 

Context: “refers to the political environment within which a policy dialogue takes place.” 

(Ehrmann, 1997: 65.); 2) Negotiation Dynamics: encompasses the substance of what is being 

negotiated and the communication and understanding of those issues in the contexts of 

interests and positions, including participants’ negotiation skills and experience (Ehrmann, 

1997); 3) Group Process: refers to small group dynamics; decision-making theory; the 

creation and dynamics of temporary systems; human relationships; and personal styles 

(Ehrmann, 1997). 

The two cross-cutting dynamics that underpin and interact with, and between, all three of the 

main dynamics are: 4) Power: an underlying process within the model and is described as 

playing two roles: a) as differentiated degrees of power held by relevant societal interests; 

and b) via interpersonal power dynamics (Ehrmann, 1997, 135).; 5) Data, Information, and 

Communication: informs the scientific or technical aspects of the policy dialogue; the way 

data and information is developed and communicated by experts; how data and information 

relates to, supports and/or refutes different policy positions; and how data and information 

and the communication of it is perceived by participants (Ehrmann, 1997). 
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Figure 1. Policy Dialogue Model*  

 

*(Ehrmann, 1997) Reproduced with permission from the author.  

 

The Policy Dialogue Model includes key factors that are prevalent in international relations 

(e.g., politics, power) (Keohane & Nye, 2011; Mearsheimer, 2001) 1); and multi-party 

negotiations and conflict resolution literature (e.g., power, process, and communication) 

(Zartman, 2002; Susskind, 2003; Crump, 2015; Daniels et al. 2012; Gray, 1989). Applied in 

sustainable development negotiation contexts, this thesis begins with the initial hypothesis 

(see Methodology section 1.5) that the Policy Dialogue Model can provide a synthesized, 

multi-disciplinary perspective understanding to answering the research questions. By 

applying empirical evidence to ground the Policy Dialogue Model in intergovernmental 

negotiations, the revised model can be used to analyze the relationships among negotiation 

factors, including their relative influence as constraining or enabling agreement. In contrast to 

most international relations theories that focus on one or two key variables such as power and 

politics (Keohane and Nye, 2011; Mearsheimer, 2001), and SD diplomacy which excludes 

power (Moomaw et al. 2017), the Policy Dialogue Model reflects the collective negotiation 

factors identified in multi-party negotiation and conflict resolution literatures. Whereas SD 
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diplomacy scholars offer a set of diagnostics for optimizing the negotiation and 

implementation of sustainable development, (e.g., mutual gains approach and negotiating in 

good faith) (Moomaw et al. 2017), the Policy Dialogue Model does not prescribe the ways in 

which key factors need to operate. Instead, it offers insights into the key factors in a 

negotiation.  

In Chapter 2, the Policy Dialogue Model was empirically grounded through in-depth 

interviews with key informants14 (Babbie, 2016) in the UNFCCC negotiations combined with 

drawing from multiple disciplines of related literature: international relations, negotiation 

theory, and conflict resolution. The results of this study informed a revised framework as a 

reflection of the empirical research: the Integrated Negotiation Dynamics Model (INDM) (the 

full set of revisions are outlined in Chapter 2). The resulting conceptual framework was then 

used in Chapter 3. To briefly outline the model’s evolution here: all of the factors are 

dynamics in the negotiation, defined as: “forces or processes that produce change inside a 

group or system” (‘Dynamics’). The Policy Dialogue Model’s ‘Negotiation Dynamics’ 

dimension was renamed ‘Negotiation Process’ to reflect both the interview data and multi-

party negotiation literature. A sixth dynamic, ‘Communication’ was identified as a distinct 

negotiation dynamic based upon the interview data which showed relationships between 

communication and all other negotiation dynamics, not only Data and Information.  

The second conceptual framework employed for research question 3 (RQ3) and utilized in 

Chapter 4 was the non-state market driven (NSMD) framework (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007). 

The NSMD framework outlines five characteristics and three phases of an “ideal-type NSMD 

system;” ideal meaning attaining ‘political legitimacy’ (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007, p. 349). 

The five NSMD characteristics are: 1) they do not “derive governing authority from states 

nor are they accountable to them” (p. 349); 2) they comprise diverse stakeholders collectively 

developing and working towards goals; 3) they gain “authority” via their supply chain 

members, each which maintain sovereignty over the choice to certify products or services 

(pp. 349–350); 4) they aim to improve sustainability of the industry, thereby “re- 

configuring” the current markets (p. 350); and 5) they develop mechanisms for addressing 

compliance (Buckley et al. 2019 citing Bernstein and Cashore 2007 pp. 349–350). The three 

 

14 This is further explained in the Methods section but to briefly define it here, the term informants refers to a 
“member of the group who [could] talk directly about the group…” (Babbie, 2016, p. 189).  
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phases that NSMD systems evolve through are initiation (I), building support (II), and 

political legitimacy (III). The focus on political legitimacy is to understand “what an 

acceptable or appropriate institution should look like and the bounds of what it can and 

should do” (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007, p. 351). Multi-stakeholder processes implementing 

sustainable practices do not have the same governing authority of states or intergovernmental 

institutions. Nevertheless, they are contributing to and in some cases leading multi-

stakeholder, private sector, and supply chain (i.e., market-oriented) efforts for implementing 

sustainable development practices. This thesis employs the NSMD framework as a means to 

understand the evolutionary characteristics and phases of implementation-focused multi-

stakeholder processes and how they underpin their potential for sustainability contributions. 

Specifically, Chapter 4 employs the NSMD framework to explore the roundtables for 

sustainable beef, REDD+ multi-stakeholder early implementation processes, and multi-

stakeholder zero-deforestation commitments.  

In the case of sustainable cattle15 production in Chapter 4 of this thesis, the roundtables are a 

collection of global and national multi-stakeholder initiatives for improving the sustainability 

of cattle production. In the absence of governmental policy for sustainable cattle production, 

these non-state processes represent the forefront of implementation activities on sustainable 

commodity production related to SDG 12, sustainable consumption and production. In the 

case of REDD+, it has been argued that the original vision was rooted in a market or 

performance-based approach, “integral to a global cap-and-trade carbon market” (which did 

not materialize) (Angelsen et al., 2017). Recognizing that addressing the problem of 

deforestation would require involvement of agricultural commodity supply chains, the 

solution expanded to include multi-stakeholder voluntary supply chain zero-deforestation 

commitments. While none of these contexts are purely non-state or market-driven, they 

nonetheless reflect NSMD characteristics and phases of evolution. Understanding these may 

provide insights into the pre-conditions for their success (defined as lasting and significant 

sustainability contributions).  

 

15 The term ‘cattle’ is used here instead of ‘beef’ to acknowledge that some of the national roundtables for 

sustainable beef include dairy and leather production, not only beef.   
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 Methodology: Nested Case Study Approach 

This thesis investigates how SD diplomacy can be strengthened by applying empirical 

evidence from sustainable development negotiation contexts and through relating to the 

literatures of international relations, multi-party negotiation, and conflict resolution. The 

research draws primarily upon qualitative methods for social sciences. This thesis explores 

sustainable development negotiation contexts—all of which involve people, social 

interaction, and social systems—with the aim of better understanding aspects of the social 

phenomenon contributing to actors reaching agreement. Specifically, the research explains 

how SD diplomacy can be strengthened by theoretically and empirically grounding it in: 1) 

the key factors of sustainable development negotiation and how those factors inter-relate; 2) 

how factors in the negotiation enable or constrain agreement; and 3) how multi-stakeholder 

processes contribute to Sustainable Development Goals related to climate change, 

deforestation, and cattle production.  

These substantive topics were chosen as the focus of the thesis due to their linkages to 

climate change and their multi-faceted relationships across several SDGs. The methods 

design is based upon a nested case study approach to examine multiple related cases that 

offer insights on the overall object of study (Thomas, 2011). In this thesis, there are two 

streams of nesting within the case studies chosen. First, the substantive sustainability topics 

of study are related in that climate change (SDG 13 on Climate Action) is exacerbated by 

deforestation and land degradation (SDG 15) (United Nations, 2015; Van Der Werf et al., 

2009); and that deforestation and land degradation are driven, in part, through the production 

of cattle (SDG 12) (Nijdam et al., 2012). While not a focus of this thesis, it is worth noting 

that land productivity and cattle production are also linked to food security (SDG 2), nutrition 

(SDG 3), and economic growth (SDG 8), among other SDGs. Taken together, the contexts of 

cattle production, deforestation, and land degradation are all contributing to climate change 

and relate to many of the Sustainable Development Goals. Second, these cases are nested in 

the sense of process types examined. The three cases provided insights within and across 

diverse contexts of multi-actor processes: intergovernmental negotiations (UNFCCC and 

REDD+), multi-stakeholder negotiations (REDD+), and multi-stakeholder implementation 

processes (REDD+ and roundtables for sustainable beef—RSBs). Ultimately, all of these 

process types aim to contribute to sustainable development, whether they were still in the 
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negotiation stages or in the implementation stages. Figure 2 provides a graphic representation 

of the nested case study approach employed in this study.   

Figure 2. Nested Case Study: multi-actor processes of sustainable development  

 

 Data Collection 

The study began with a grounded theory approach (Babbie, 2016; Glaser & Strauss, 1967) 

based upon the author’s professional experience observing negotiations in the UNFCCC, 

REDD+, and agriculture contexts and in facilitating negotiator and multi-stakeholder 

interactions on the margins of those contexts. The emergent patterns seemed to reflect a 

conflict resolution model on multi-stakeholder policy dialogues (Ehrmann, 1997) that was 

known to the researcher as a practitioner in that field (this informed the conceptual 

framework described below). This thesis employed an iterative approach starting with 

practitioner observations of patterns emerging, using the conflict resolution model as an 

initial hypothesis, then applying empirical data to inform evolutions to the Policy Dialogue 

Model that reflected the complex, interdisciplinary nature of intergovernmental and multi-

stakeholder negotiations on issues of sustainable development. Interview respondents were 

systematically asked, in an open-ended manner, to share their experience and observations 

for each of the key factors in the ‘Policy Dialogue Model’ so they could ascribe their own 

meaning to the terms based upon their experience (Galletta, 2013). They were also asked 
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about key factors in the negotiation beyond those already discussed and their observations 

about the relationships between factors.  

With the conflict resolution model as an initial conceptual framework, this thesis is based 

upon primary and secondary qualitative data. Primary data were collected using interviews, 

an online survey, and field research. Interview data were collected in three different periods: 

May–June 2013 (Chapter 2); May 2016 (Chapter 3); and May–August 2016 (Chapter 4). 

Survey data for Chapter 3 were collected between April and May 2016. In-person visits were 

conducted between June 2010 and May 2016. Table 1 shows a summary of the interviews 

and survey. Table 2 shows a summary of in-person practitioner observations (more details are 

available in Appendix D).  

Table 1. Interviews and Survey 

Type of Respondent UNFCCC 
Interviews 

REDD+ 
Interviews 

REDD+ 
Survey 

RSB 
Interviews 

Total 
Affiliations 

Civil Society: NGO/IGO 0 0 7* 9 15 

Funders 0 0 0 2 2 

Scientists and Experts 3 1 2* 4 8 

Indigenous Peoples Organizations 0 1 0 0 0 

Industry: 
Producer/Retailer/Processor/ 
Multinational 

0 0 0 7 7 

REDD+ Donor Country 0 1 3* 0 3 

REDD+ Partner Country 0 0 4* 0 4 

Country Negotiator 17* 0 5 0 22 

Secretariat Staff 3 1 1* 2 6 

Chairs/Facilitators 5* 0 2* 0 7 

Total Respondents 21* 3 12* 20* 56 

Acronym Key: IGO = Intergovernmental Organization; NGO = Non-governmental Organization; REDD+ = 
Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation; RSB = Roundtable for Sustainable Beef, UNFCCC = 
UN Framework Convention on Climate Change  

*Some respondents had more than one affiliation at the time of the interview, so the total number of 
respondents on the last line in the table does not necessarily reflect the sum of the affiliations. However, the 
total respondents number accurately reflects the total respondents for that method of data collection. 

 



  

26 

 

Table 2. Visits  
(also see Appendix D) 

Type Observation Side Event Total 

UNFCCC COP 2 2 4 

UNFCCC Intersessional 6 2 8 

REDD+ Processes 4 0 4 

Total Visits 12 4 16 

Acronym Key: COP = Conference of the Parties; REDD+ = Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and 

Degradation; UNFCCC = UN Framework Convention on Climate Change. 

 

In advance of all interviews, participants were informed about the research objectives and 

how their responses would be used. Basic demographic information was collected and 

reported, but the identity of respondents and attribution was anonymized. Interviews were 

conducted through one-on-one telephone calls between the researcher and respondent. All 

interviews were in-depth qualitative interviews (Babbie, 2016, pp. 310-313) that were semi-

structured in nature in order to reflect aspects of the research questions while also allowing 

respondents to share their experiences, observations, and their significance (Galletta, 2013, 

pp. 1-2). Those invited for an interview were highly engaged expert informants and/or 

experts in the topic under investigation that were willing to share their knowledge—

otherwise known as informants (Babbie, 2016, p. 189-190). While the author recognizes the 

differences in how scholars define ‘respondents,’ ‘participants,’ and ‘informants’ (Babbie, 

2016, pp. 189–190; Morse, 1991), this thesis uses the terms interchangeably with the upfront 

explanation that all interview participants and survey respondents were expert informants. 

Meaning, they represented a “member of the group who [could] talk directly about the 

group…” (Babbie, 2016, p. 189). In the case of this thesis, expert informants included 

individuals intimately involved in the fields under study: UNFCCC negotiations; REDD+ 

negotiations and supporting REDD+ processes; and founding members and leaders from the 

roundtables for sustainable beef.  

Recognizing the author’s role as both a practitioner and researcher, efforts were made to 

engage respondents that were familiar with the author and those that were not. Respondents 

were steeped in each of the three research contexts, respectively: UNFCCC negotiations (all 

sectors); REDD+ negotiations; and roundtables for sustainable beef. Initial invitations were 
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developed based upon the researchers’ knowledge and by reviewing participant lists from the 

above contexts. Additional suggested informants were added using the snowballing method 

(Babbie, 2016, p. 188). 

An online qualitative survey (N= 12) among highly knowledgeable REDD+ experts was used 

to generate data for use in Chapter 3. The survey was comprised of open-ended questions and 

included a 5-point Likert scale (Likert, 1932) to gather information about the degree to which 

a negotiation factor in the REDD+ context enabled or constrained agreement. Qualitative 

questions were designed to gather respondents’ experience and observation of new or 

additional factors in the negotiation that were not included in the survey questions. Survey 

invitations were sent to individuals engaged in REDD+ negotiations under the UNFCCC and 

in related REDD+ negotiation processes including the REDD+ Partnership16, the Forest 

Carbon Partnership Facility (FCPF)17, and UN-REDD Programme.18 

A portion of the interview and survey questions for Chapters 2 and 3 were designed based 

upon the five key factors, or variables, in the Policy Dialogue Model (Political Context; 

Negotiation Dynamics; Group Process; Power; and Data, Information, and Communication). 

Based upon practitioner observations in the UNFCCC and REDD+ negotiation contexts, 

these variables offered an initial conceptual framework through which to explore these 

 

16 The REDD+ Partnership was a state-led initiative starting in 2010 and ending in 2014. Its aim was to “scale 

up REDD+ actions and finance…to take immediate action, including improving the effectiveness efficiency, 

transparency and coordination of REDD+ initiatives and financial instruments, to facilitate among other things 

knowledge transfer, capacity enhancement, mitigation actions and technology development and transfer.” See: 

http://www.climateinitiativesplatform.org/index.php/REDD%2B_Partnership  

17 “The Forest Carbon Partnership Facility (FCPF) is a global partnership of governments, businesses, civil 

society, and Indigenous Peoples focused on reducing emissions from deforestation and forest degradation, forest 

carbon stock conservation, the sustainable management of forests, and the enhancement of forest carbon stocks 

in developing countries, activities commonly referred to as REDD+.” See: 

https://www.forestcarbonpartnership.org/ 

18 “The UN-REDD Programme, and other multilaterals including the Forest Carbon Partnership Facility (FCPF) 

and Forest Investment Program (FIP), facilitated by the World Bank, support developing countries with 

financial and technical assistance to build the capacities to design and implement REDD+ strategies.” See: 

https://www.unredd.net/about/what-is-redd-plus.html 
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sustainable development negotiation contexts. Field research included both non-participatory 

and participatory observation (Babbie, 2016 pp. 291-296); drawing upon 17 in-person, non-

participatory visits to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change negotiations and 

five visits to REDD+ processes including the REDD+ Partnership meetings. It also included 

participatory observations from facilitating three side events on consensus-building in the 

UNFCCC as practitioner or a ‘participant observer’ (Babbie, 2016. pp. 291-292). 

Secondary data was collected through analyzing relevant literature, organizational and multi-

stakeholder negotiation documents, international treaties, multilateral negotiated accords and 

agreements. Outside of the academic literature, secondary data was selected based upon over 

12 years of the researcher’s professional experience and background as a mediator working 

within and on the margins of the UNFCCC, REDD+, agriculture, and land use. The author 

also relied upon interviews for secondary data such as documents and reports that 

respondents suggested as resources. 

Primary data was collected via interviews, an online survey, and through observational field 

visits. The names, affiliations, and identifying information of all respondents are confidential 

and were used solely for this research, with the exception of data from Chapter 2 which was 

collected with the prior, informed consent from participants to be used in a public-facing 

professional project, “Consensus-building in the UNFCCC”, funded by the Climate and 

Development Knowledge Network.19 While the synthesized results from those interviews 

were shared with all participants, attribution was strictly confidential. The primary data are 

stored on the Wageningen University Database (“FNP archive drive”) according to the long-

term protocol for storing data under the Data Management Plan.   

 Data Analysis 

All interviews were conducted in English and data were transcribed verbatim in real-time.20 

For one interview used in Chapter 2, the call was also recorded, with permission, to ensure 

accurate transcription due to the respondent’s fast speech and strong accent. In the author’s 

 

19 See the Climate and Development Knowledge Network (CDKN): https://cdkn.org/ 

20 For the avoidance of doubt, this means that interview notes were, in fact, a transcript of the interview rather 

than summary points. Therefore, the interview data could be immediately analyzed and coded in Microsoft 

OneNote without needing to first transcribe the interview recording.  
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experience as a mediator conducting hundreds of sensitive and sometimes confidential 

interviews, individuals being interviewed are less comfortable and candid when being 

recorded. Based upon conversations with national diplomats and negotiators, this seems to 

stem from the notion that text or a quote that might relate back to the respondent is easier to 

deny or distance from than an audio or video recording. In some instances, respondents 

insisted that discussions take place over a landline rather than a mobile phone or Voice over 

Internet Protocol (VoIP) such as Skype. There is also some evidence in healthcare literature 

of respondents’ discomfort and increased formality when interviews are recorded (Al-

Yateem, 2012). As observed in development research methods, “all research is political and 

has the power to change people's lives” (Harrison, 2011). Although studying negotiations is 

not development research, it is an examination into political worlds where actors are highly 

guarded.  

Data analysis of interview question responses in Chapter 2 and open-ended survey questions 

for Chapter 3 entailed a three-step process. First, data was coded thematically based upon the 

five factors, or variables, in the Policy Dialogue Model which served as an initial hypothesis 

(Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Second, open and axial coding was applied to data that fell 

outside the five factors and/or their original definitions (Babbie, 2016, pp. 387-390). The 

third round of analysis entailed reading the open and axial coded data, referring back to the 

original Policy Dialogue Model definitions, and to the negotiation factors identified in the 

literatures. This enabled the identification of factors beyond the original five and expanded 

meanings or definitions ascribed by respondents.  

Chapter 3 also included a qualitative survey and analysis of the responses. The survey 

included a Likert scale to inform analysis beyond descriptions of the negotiation dynamics. 

While not statistically significant, the scale offered a means to understand negotiation 

dynamics’ relative enabling or constraining effects on reaching agreement. The Likert scale 

ratings were weighted and first analyzed through calculating the mean and standard 

deviation. Second, the results were plotted on box and whisker graphs to illustrate the degree 

to which a factor enabled or constrained agreement, including the degree to which 

respondents converged or diverged. The grounded theory approach and multi-round data 

analysis for Chapters 2 and 3 provided a cumulative, empirically based approach to 

informing and refining the Integrated Negotiation Dynamics Model (INDM).   
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For Chapter 4, the first round of interview data analysis used targeted coding to organize data 

based upon the main topic which typically followed the interview question topic. Interview 

responses were also coded for geography to ensure comments about a specific roundtable 

were attributed accordingly. Second, data within the main categories was open-coded to 

identify new patterns and concepts (Babbie, 2016).  

 Thesis Outline 

This thesis is comprised of five Chapters. Chapter 1 provides the theoretical context and an 

overview of the objectives and research. Chapter 2 begins with a conceptual model drawn 

from the field of conflict resolution and applies empirical data from interviews with 

UNFCCC negotiators, chairs, facilitators, and Secretariat staff, along with practitioner 

observations to inform the development of a revised, empirically grounded conceptual 

framework: the Integrated Negotiation Dynamics Model (INDM). Relating the results to the 

broader literatures, the INDM provides a synthesis between key factors identified in IR, 

multi-party negotiation, and conflict resolution literatures.  

Chapter 3 applies the empirically grounded INDM to both the intergovernmental negotiations 

and multi-stakeholder REDD+ processes. Applying the INDM to REDD+ provides insights 

into its relative success compared to other sectoral negotiations under the climate regime. The 

chapter also demonstrates the relationships between these negotiation dynamics—a 

recognized gap in multiparty negotiation literature. In addition, it examines the degree to 

which negotiation dynamics played an enabling and/or constraining role in reaching 

agreement.  

Chapter 4 applies the non-state market driven (NSMD) framework (Bernstein & Cashore, 

2007) to global and national roundtables for sustainable beef (RSBs). This chapter provides 

some of the first scientific insights into the structure, governance, and perceived potential for 

the sustainability impact of RSBs. Chapter 4 also applies the NSMD framework to explore 

the evolutionary characteristics and phases of multi-stakeholder collaboration efforts to 

reduce deforestation, specifically examining early implementation efforts on REDD+ and 

private sector supply chain efforts.   

Finally, Chapter 5 provides a synthesis of the preceding chapters and the conclusions of the 

research based upon the nested case studies. First, Chapter 5 articulates the negotiation 

factors involved in the UNFCCC and REDD+ negotiations, the relationships between those 
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factors, and their role in reaching agreement. Second, Chapter 5 identifies how particular 

negotiation factors enabled and/or constrained parties’ ability to reach agreement in the 

context of UNFCCC and REDD+ negotiations. Third, Chapter 5 discusses the characteristics 

of REDD+ and beef roundtables’ multi-stakeholder implementation processes that support 

their potential for sustainability impact. The synthesis then offers a suggested research 

agenda followed by reflections on the research approach and methods. Finally, based upon 

the overall thesis, the chapter offers a set of policy recommendations.  
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CHAPTER 2 | UNDERSTANDING THE CLIMATE CHANGE 

NEGOTIATIONS: TOWARDS AN INTEGRATED NEGOTIATION 

DYNAMICS MODEL* 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
*An abbreviated version of this chapter has been prepared for submission to a peer-reviewed 

journal.   
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2  

 Introduction 

The stewardship of our climate—which is a global public good—and the regime established 

to enable the management of that public good—the United Nations Convention on Climate 

Change (UNFCCC)—require international cooperation.21 As evidenced by the start of the 

global climate change regime in 1992 and the conclusion of a comprehensive global 

agreement in Paris in 2015, cooperation also requires significant intergovernmental 

negotiation. Within the UNFCCC, achieving agreement on measures to mitigate and adapt to 

climate change requires consensus, which in practice means that no party objects to the 

decision.22 

Within the field of international relations, debates abound as to whether international 

cooperation beyond self-interest is feasible (J. M. Grieco, 1988; Mearsheimer, 1994) and the 

extent to which such cooperative results will manifest as a result of, or despite, an 

international regime such as the UNFCCC (J. M. Grieco, 1988; Keohane & Oppenheimer, 

2016; Krasner, 1982; Mearsheimer, 1994). As the Conference of the Parties (COP2123) Paris 

Agreement demonstrated, international cooperation and agreement is possible. SD diplomacy 

scholars argue that negotiation and implementation across all scales and stakeholders is 

necessary to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Kjellén, 2008; Hoogeveen 

and Verkooijen, 2011; Moomaw et al. 2017)—of which climate is one.  

 

21 Due to their transboundary nature, reducing atmospheric greenhouse gas emissions requires some type of 

coordinated and/or cooperative action among a majority of states. While some nations will fare better than 

others in a changing climate, unilateral and bilateral action to mitigate greenhouse gases will not curb the effects 

of climate change enough to support life on earth as we know it. The upward limit of carbon dioxide (a 

greenhouse gas) concentrations in the atmosphere is generally considered by the scientific community and, 

increasingly, by the public, to be 350 parts per million (ppm). See: Hansen et al., 2008.  

22 Note that the rules of procedure for the UNFCCC, drafted in 1996, have still not been adopted. They remain 

as bracketed draft text under Rule 42 of the Convention. However, UNFCCC decisions have been made, de 

facto, by consensus among the parties. Although, there have been instances, notably at COP-16 in Cancún and 

COP-18 in Doha where a party has objected to a COP decision and has been ‘gaveled over’ by the COP chair.  

23 Refers to the 21st Conference of the Parties to the UNFCCC.  
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The objective of the research reflected in this chapter is not to determine why or why not 

climate cooperation occurred, but rather to provide insights and enhanced understanding of 

the main negotiation factors within the intergovernmental negotiation setting of the 

UNFCCC. Specifically, this chapter explores how negotiation factors relate to each other and 

to reaching agreement. This chapter uses Ehrmann’s Policy Dialogue Model (Figure 1) as its 

basis. Applying empirical data from interviews with UNFCCC negotiators, chairs, 

facilitators, Secretariat staff, and practitioner observations informed a revised, empirically 

grounded framework that is applicable to the intergovernmental negotiations of the 

UNFCCC. The resulting Integrated Negotiation Dynamics Model (INDM) provides a 

synthesis of key negotiation factors identified in the fields of international relations, multi-

party negotiation, and conflict resolution. 

By applying a descriptive conflict resolution model to examine the UNFCCC negotiations, 

this research aims to go beyond the classic state-actor or negotiations-focused approach to 

understanding the UNFCCC negotiations. Drawing upon UNFCCC negotiator and facilitator 

experiences, the chapter explores the key factors involved in the negotiations and how they 

contribute to reaching agreement. This enhanced understanding is intended to be useful both 

retrospectively and in real-time to identify key factors in the negotiation and to help diagnose 

challenges to parties reaching agreement. 

 Theoretical Context 
There are competing and overlapping international relations (IR) and international 

negotiation theories as to why a comprehensive global climate change agreement remained 

elusive for so long. Within the diverse field of international relations, scholars identify a host 

of challenges facing an intergovernmental negotiation such as the UNFCCC and parties’ 

ability to reach agreement (Dimitrov, 2010; J. Grieco, 1990; Weiler, 2012). The neorealism, 

or structural realism, school of thought argues that states’ domestic political context focuses 

on traditional threats to—and desired acquisition of—power and security (Gilpin, 1996; 

Keohane, 1986a; Mearsheimer, 2001), which saps states’ political will to collectively and 

preventatively address a non-traditional, slow-moving threat such as climate change (Lacy, 

2012 citing Mearsheimer, 2001). 

Neoliberal and liberal institutionalist scholars argue that international institutions and regimes 

(such as the UNFCCC) facilitate cooperation (Keohane & Nye, 2011; Krasner, 1982). 

However, neoliberalism also points to game theory models that can undermine cooperation 
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by demonstrating states’ ability to defect from their commitments (e.g., the ‘free-rider’ 

problem and the prisoner’s dilemma) (Keohane, 1986a; Wood, 2011) (Keohane, 1986; Wood, 

2011) under international legal commitments which rarely have enforcement mechanisms.  

The main argument for state defection is that states are incented to prioritize short-term 

economic gain (e.g., rational actor model) (Stavins, 2011). Other reasons cited for lack of 

action on climate change is that significant progress requires clear hegemonic leadership 

(Gupta, 2012: 636) and that climate change has not been taken seriously because it seemingly 

does not pose a security or economic threat (Lacy, 2012, p. 31; Michaelowa & Michaelowa, 

2012).  

International negotiation and multi-party negotiation scholars have developed many 

variations on how to best understand multi-party negotiations (Crump, 2015; Druckman, 

1997; Gupta, 2012; Hernández, 2014; Raiffa, 1982; Zartman, 1988, 2002). Some of these 

methods are analytical—they aim to understand the negotiation process that led to a certain 

outcome (Crump & Glendon, 2003; Zartman, 1988). Others aim to describe the complexity 

of the multi-party negotiation process (Daniels et al. 2012). Overall, these efforts aim to 

provide “concepts and methods to reduce or to manage complexity” (Crump and Glendon, 

2003)—a dominant characteristic of international, multilateral negotiations (Zartman, 1994; 

Crump and Glendon, 2003, citing Winham, 1997 and Hampson and Hart, 1995). Other 

scholars have pointed to the need for more systematic and in-depth research on multilateral 

negotiations (Crump & Glendon, 2003; Gupta, 2012; Tomlinson, 2015; Zartman, 1988, 

2002).  

Scholars have cited common elements to analyzing negotiations across multiple theories and 

approaches to analyzing negotiations in general (Zartman, 1988; 2002; Crump, 2015). Other 

scholars have combined elements of international relations (IR), negotiation theory, problem 

structuring, and international law to the UNFCCC specifically (Gupta, 2012). SD diplomacy 

scholars argue that the UNFCCC negotiations must be restructured to transform the notions 

of responsibility and ‘burden-sharing’ into opportunities for sustainable development, from 

which all countries can gain (Moomaw and Papa, 2012). Negotiation scholars underscore the 

need to restructure the environmental treaty systems and procedures in order to enable 

effective governance over global public goods (Susskind & Ali, 2014). 

There are high degrees of commonality within and across the key negotiation ‘factors’ 

identified in the literature (Zartman, 1988, 2002; Crump, 2015; Daniels et al. 2012). For 
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simplicity, this chapter uses the term ‘factors,’ although the literature differs in terminology 

(e.g., variables, elements, dimensions), precise definitions, and organization. The common 

factors in the literature range from context, behavior, and structure, to process, power, and 

politics, yet no frameworks capture these factors in an integrated way. Nor do existing 

frameworks provide an integrated approach to understanding how negotiation factors relate to 

each other (Crump, 2015) or to parties reaching agreement.  

Considering the objectives of the chapter—greater multi-disciplinary understanding of 

UNFCCC context negotiation factors, how they relate to each other and to reaching 

agreement, Ehrmann’s Policy Dialogue Model (Figure 1) offers a useful starting point for 

examination. By applying empirical evidence to the model, the intent is to evolve the Policy 

Dialogue Model into an applicable descriptive and diagnostic model for better understanding 

the UNFCCC negotiations.  

 Methods 

The research that contributed to this chapter began with an inductive approach of grounded 

theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) based upon initial data and observations as a practitioner 

working in the UNFCCC context. For several years, the author served as a designer, 

convener, and facilitator of UNFCCC negotiator dialogues—including conducting dozens of 

interviews with UNFCCC negotiators. This work also entailed observing multiple tracks of 

UNFCCC negotiations over several years. This experience provided initial data and 

observation opportunities. The patterns emerging from initial data seemed to reflect a set of 

key factors in the negotiations. Those emerging key factors echoed a conceptual framework 

from the field of conflict resolution: the Policy Dialogue Model (Ehrmann, 1997). The 

starting hypothesis was that the Policy Dialogue Model would be applicable outside its 

original context and if applied to the UNFCCC context, it would offer insights into key 

factors involved in otherwise complex UNFCCC negotiations. Upon further exploration into 

existing literatures of the key factors in multi-party negotiations—drawing from international 

negotiations, international relations, conflict resolution, and sustainable development 

diplomacy—the Policy Dialogue Model encompassed all these factors in a comprehensive 

whole. Recognizing that some of the Policy Dialogue Model factors may not be applicable to 

the UNFCCC context or may need refinements, it was clear that further data collection would 

“refine understanding and, in turn, shape the focus of data collection itself” (Babbie, 2016, 



  

37 

 

p.302). This helped shape the selection of resulting case studies in the thesis. The Policy 

Dialogue Model therefore served as an appropriate starting point for exploring the 

intergovernmental negotiations of the UNFCCC. 

The research reflected in this chapter utilized an iterative, grounded theory method (Babbie, 

2016; Glaser & Strauss, 1967) starting with practitioner observations, employing the Policy 

Dialogue Model as an initial hypothesis of the patterns emerging. The research then applied 

empirical data from negotiator and facilitator interviews to the Policy Dialogue Model and 

extracted insights on the UNFCCC negotiations from application of the Policy Dialogue 

Model. Insights from the interview data were then used to evolve the Policy Dialogue Model. 

Finally, the researcher held a group discussion of the results with UNFCCC negotiator and 

facilitators at an official UNFCCC side event.  

This iterative approach intended to yield two sets of insights: 1) the Policy Dialogue Model 

offered a lens through which to examine key factors in intergovernmental negotiations based 

upon first-hand experiences of negotiators and facilitators; and 2) the empirical data gathered 

from applying the Policy Dialogue Model to the new context refined the model to better 

reflect the key factors UNFCCC negotiation context. 

Practitioner observations were collected between 2009 and 2014. Practitioner observations 

were gathered by attending (as an observer) eight UNFCCC COP and subsidiary body 

negotiations; observing four REDD+ processes on the margins of UNFCCC sessions; 

participating in scores of conversations with UNFCCC country negotiators, chairs, 

facilitators, and UNFCCC Secretariat staff; and hosting four UNFCCC side events. In 

addition, practitioner insights are offered based upon designing and facilitating six, two- to 

three-day informal policy dialogues among UNFCCC negotiators.24 Originally, practitioner 

insights suggested that the Policy Dialogue Model seemed to have potential application and 

 

24 Informal policy dialogues mainly focused on issues of land use and agriculture in the UNFCCC. Many of the 

dialogue participants had responsibility and technical background in land use issues, although a portion of 

participants were from other ministries such as foreign affairs, economic development, trade, or tourism. 

Experience from facilitating these dialogues is drawn upon in the thesis, although due to the confidential nature 

of these dialogues, no specific observations are provided.  
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utility for enhancing understanding of the key factors of reaching agreement and the 

negotiation dynamics involved in an intergovernmental setting such as the UNFCCC process. 

For the interview data, 54 individuals were invited to participate in an in-depth 60-to-120-

minute telephone interview. Of those, 21 individuals including UNFCCC negotiators, chairs, 

facilitators, and Secretariat staff participated.25 Interviews were conducted individually from 

May 2013 to February 2014 in a semi-structured format consisting of 13 sequential questions 

developed in advance. Five questions were structured, open-ended questions that asked the 

respondent to describe their observations of each factor in the Policy Dialogue Model 

(political context; group process; negotiation dynamics; power; data, information and 

communication)26 based on their experience in the UNFCCC negotiations. The structure of 

the interview questions followed the key factors in the model without pre-defining them. This 

allowed respondents to assign their own meanings to the factor based upon their UNFCCC 

negotiation experience. Respondents were asked whether, and how, each factor influenced 

the negotiations, including how factor(s) related to reaching agreement. To gather insights on 

the UNFCCC negotiation factors that may fall outside of the original factors in the Policy 

Dialogue Model, respondents were asked an additional six open-ended questions. These 

aimed to gather experience or observations that could provide additional insights on the 

UNFCCC negotiations and to inform refinements to the model in the UNFCCC context. For 

example, those interviewed were asked for their observations of any key dynamics not 

already covered by the original five dimensions. Respondents were also asked whether all of 

the factors identified (both the original five and others from their own experience) “are 

equally important in reaching agreement and if not, which factor(s) are the most important in 

your experience?”  

 

25 This <50% response rate was likely a result of the demand of these individuals’ time. They are only part-time 

negotiators and facilitators in the UNFCCC context. Within their respective ministries, they also have roles and 

responsibilities that are not UNFCCC-related. Therefore, spending additional time on an interview regarding 

UNFCCC negotiations may not have been a priority for most people invited to participate.  

26 The original Policy Dialogue Model (Figure 1), also included a temporal dimension, starting with design and 

ending with implementation. Since the focus of this research was on the UNFCCC negotiations rather than 

the design or the implementation of those negotiations, the temporal elements of the PDM were not explicitly 

part of the interview questions. 
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Among those interviewed, there was geographic and role diversity (see Table 3). 

Respondents were also asked about the number of years’ experience they had in the 

UNFCCC negotiations. The average was nine years of experience across respondents. 

Respondents were also asked about previous roles as chairs, facilitators, or working with the 

Secretariat. Over one third of respondents had performed in multiple roles, although only 

their current roles at the time of the interview are reflected in Table 3. 

Table 3. Respondents Geographic and Role Affiliations 
 

 North 
America 

Latin 
America 

Europe Africa Asia/ 
Oceania 

Total 

Negotiator 3 2 4* 3 4 19* 

Chair/Facilitator 1* 1* 1* 1* 2* 6* 

Secretariat   3   3 

Observer 1  2   3 

Total 4 2 8 3 4 21 

*Some respondents had more than one affiliation at the time of the interview, so the total number of 
respondents on the last line in the table does not necessarily reflect the sum of the affiliations. However, the 
total respondents number accurately reflects the total respondents from that region and the total respondents 
overall.  

Data was analyzed qualitatively starting with the categories from the Policy Dialogue Model 

(Political Context; Negotiation Dynamics; Group Process; Power; and Data, Information and 

Communications) and open and axial coding (Babbie, 2016) to categorize concepts beyond 

the five factors in the Policy Dialogue Model. Responses with the same codes were grouped 

into categories and analyzed in aggregate (Babbie, 2016). Open coding was especially useful 

for data responses to open-ended interview questions which asked respondents to identify and 

discuss any other factors they saw as important to the negotiations and to reaching agreement. 

Interview respondents were also asked if there was one factor, in particular, that was most 

important to reaching agreement in the UNFCCC. The responses to this question were 

analyzed collectively and are characterized in qualitative terms representing most, a majority, 

some, or few.   

In addition to the interviews, the research draws upon a discussion held at an official side 

event at the 38th meeting of the Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice 

(SBSTA 38) meeting in June 2013. The interview findings and a revised iteration of the 
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Policy Dialogue Model were presented and discussed among 60+ participants including 

UNFCCC negotiators, chairs, facilitators, and Secretariat staff. Consistent with qualitative 

research methods, the discussion data was collected, analyzed in the same manner as the 

interviews, and used to inform the development of a final revised model—the Integrated 

Negotiation Dynamics Model—which is empirically grounded in the intergovernmental 

negotiation context of the UNFCCC and applicable for understanding negotiation factors 

therein (Strauss and Corbin, 1990).  

This chapter addresses RQ1: What are the negotiation factors involved27 in the UNFCCC 

negotiations; how do those factors relate to each other and to reaching agreement?  

 Results 

The results encompassed two sets of findings: 1) revisions made to the model based upon 

applying empirical data from the UNFCCC context; and 2) insights gained on the UNFCCC 

negotiations for each of the factors in the model. Unless otherwise noted, the results reflect 

findings from the interview and event observation data.  

 Integrated Negotiation Dynamics Model (INDM) 

Based upon the results of the study, this chapter proposes a revised model, the Integrated 

Negotiation Dynamics Model (INDM). Before describing the findings for each factor, it is 

worth outlining the overarching findings and rationale for the INDM. First, the name ‘Policy 

Dialogue Model’ was not fitting for the UNFCCC context of intergovernmental negotiations. 

However, based upon practitioner observation and the literature, the Policy Dialogue Model 

was a relevant starting point for identifying and understanding key factors in the UNFCCC 

context. After reflecting on the literature and empirical data, the author introduced a new 

term for the model: ‘Integrated Negotiation Dynamics Model’ (INDM). There were several 

reasons for introducing modified terminology.  

First, the model was applied more broadly to intergovernmental negotiations, not only to 

multi-stakeholder dialogues about policy. Second, interview data and practitioner 

 

27 As noted in Chapter 1, multi-party negotiation literature converges around a set of key variables, or factors in 

the negotiation. Recognizing that multi-party negotiations are by definition complex and likely have hundreds of 

variables, this thesis will focus on the main ones as a priority for the research.  
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observations suggested that each of the model’s factors are negotiation dynamics not one, as 

was defined in the Policy Dialogue Model (Interviews, Practitioner Observations). The 

definition of ‘dynamics’— “forces or processes that produce change inside a group or 

system” (“Dynamics”) seems to support respondents’ interpretation that negotiation 

dynamics refers to all key factors in the UNFCCC negotiations. Therefore, the original factor 

in the Policy Dialogue Model called ‘Negotiation Dynamics’—positioned in only one of the 

corners of the triangle—was changed to ‘Negotiation Process’ to better reflect the contents of 

that factor. The term ‘Negotiation Dynamics’ then applies to the entire model as opposed to 

one aspect. In addition, the linear process outlined below the Policy Dialogue Model 

triangle—convening, dialogue, implementation—was described by respondents as part of the 

Negotiation Process dynamic and as a cyclical—not linear—phenomenon. In the UNFCCC 

context, negotiations begin with agenda-setting, followed by substantive negotiations. 

Assuming those negotiations yield agreement, Parties28 move to implementation. Their 

experience with implementation then informs any future negotiation agendas and the process 

begins anew.  

Third, the new name reflects the integrated nature of the model’s dynamics as a collective 

framework through which to understand the UNFCCC negotiations. The process of 

grounding the Policy Dialogue Model in the UNFCCC context and related literatures 

provided an interdisciplinary, integrated understanding of negotiation dynamics in the 

UNFCCC context. 

In addition to the overall evolution of the Policy Dialogue Model, the interview data reflected 

Communication as its own distinct negotiation dynamic, not only linked to Data and 

Information as it was in the Policy Dialogue Model, but also to the communication of 

Political Context, of interests and positions, of Power. In the INDM, Communication is its 

own dynamic to capture its relationships with other dynamics beyond data and information. 

The revised, Integrated Negotiation Dynamics Model (INDM) is depicted as a hexagon 

(Figure 3 below), rather than a triangle, to reflect parity among negotiation dynamics and to 

emphasize relationships between all dynamics, based upon the results. The INDM shown in 

 

28 The term ‘Parties’ here refers to signatories of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change 

(UNFCCC). Since this reference is not generically referring to parties in a negotiation but rather specifically to 

Parties in the UNFCCC, it is capitalized as it is in the UNFCCC context.  
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Figure 3 lists the negotiation dynamics in the order that they were presented in the thesis and 

is not intended to confer a particular ordering of dynamics. 

Figure 3: Integrated Negotiation Dynamics Model (INDM) 

 

 

The following sections offer empirical insights on each of the negotiation dynamics within 

the UNFCCC context. Overall, all respondents indicated that all negotiation dynamics were 

indeed relevant in the UNFCCC context. Negotiation dynamics’ definitions and sub-factors 

are elaborated below based upon the interview data. A summary of these definitions and sub-

factors is presented in Table 4.  
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Table 4. Summary of Negotiation Dynamic Sub-factors 
 

Negotiation Dynamic Sub-factors 

Political Context 

Domestic 

Inter-state 

Global 

Regime 

Negotiation Process 

Substantive issues; how substance is communicated through 
negotiation styles; negotiator skills (Policy Dialogue Model) 

Negotiation Design 

Stages of Negotiation 

Group Process 

Human (individual, not party) relationships 

Relationship-building 

Trust among individuals  

Power 

Political (state) 

Interpersonal (individual) 

Knowledge-based 

Procedural 

Data and Information  

Scientific and Technical 

Political 

Regime 

Communication  

Clarity 

Listening 

Understanding  

 



  

44 

 

Prominent patterns across the interview data showed that the most enabling negotiation 

dynamics for reaching agreement in the UNFCCC were Group Process and Communication. 

The most constraining, or challenging, negotiation dynamics were Political Context and 

Power. Where the data offered insights on relationships between the negotiation dynamics, 

this is also described. 

 Political Context 

The Policy Dialogue Model’s definition of Political Context was also reflected in the data 

from the UNFCCC context although more nuanced descriptions of different scales of 

Political Context emerged from the Interview data. These were: 1) domestic; 2) inter-state; 3) 

global; and 4) regime; all of which are described in turn. The domestic scale Political Context 

refers to domestic policies and politics on climate change (including constituent sentiments 

on the subject), which varies widely among the 195 Parties to the UNFCCC. For example, a 

small island state facing imminent sea level rise has a vastly different political orientation 

towards addressing climate change than a wealthy oil-producing state with strong economic 

incentives to continue production and demand for fossil fuels. In the words of one 

respondent,  

Power to determine a COP outcome is different than the base case of geopolitical power, 
a small island state can be much more powerful and get some countries who have been 
isolated as more powerful to be less powerful in reaching agreement (Interviews).  

Respondents underscored the importance of keeping the domestic Political Context in mind 

when negotiating in the UNFCCC, specifically when trying to understand another Party’s 

interests. This understanding encompassed relationships between Political Context and three 

other dynamics. A negotiator’s skills to engage with other negotiators reflects the Negotiation 

Process; building relationships and trust reflects the Group Process dynamic; and leveraging 

drawing upon available Data and Information.   

The inter-state scale of Political Context refers to existing bilateral relationships and 

alliances. This included non-climate or environment-related alliances such as trade, 

development, or foreign aid relationships. These existing state-to-state diplomatic 

relationships are sometimes utilized by countries before and during the UNFCCC negotiation 

to develop a common position, share intelligence about other countries’ positions, and to 

develop joint negotiating strategies. Even where broader bilateral relationships do not exist, 

some Parties may find like-minded countries and ways to cooperate towards the same goal in 



  

45 

 

the UNFCCC process. While most of the data linked inter-state Political Context to 

cooperation, there was some evidence that inter-state Political Context is also leveraged to 

wield power over other parties (e.g., threatening consequences to trade or foreign aid), 

demonstrating a relationship with the Power dynamic. As observed by respondents,  

We also see emerging economies using their positions within the third world and 
particularly their close relations to see how they can influence the Africa positions—
through trade and economic relations.  Sometimes before COP meetings the developed 
countries send requests of support through their respective embassies to support their 
positions in the negotiations (Interviews).  

…a [developed country] delegate went to bully a representative from [a developing 
country] and he wanted to recall to her how much money [the developed country] 
government gave in foreign aid in reaction to an extreme position by [the developing 
country] on an issue related to intellectual property (Interviews).29 

These findings point to relationships between the inter-state Political Context and the skills, 

tactics, and strategies used in the Negotiation Process dynamic to leverage Power. 

The global scale of Political Context encompassed current geopolitics and socio-economic 

trends such as political instability or economic strife. Major events such as a global economic 

downturn have had significant influence over the level of interest and ambition in addressing 

the challenge of climate change. Some respondents indicated that even where other 

negotiation dynamics seem favorable to supporting agreement, that challenges within the 

global scale of Political Context would undermine the potential within other negotiation 

dynamics (Interview Data). As one respondent observed,  

…global politics, relationships with trade between developed and developing countries 
make it difficult to agree on technical issues that we would otherwise be able to reach 
consensus on if it weren't for international politics (Interviews). 

Lastly, the regime Political Context refers to politics of regional groups or negotiating blocs 

within the UNFCCC process. For example, the regime Political Context within the African 

 

29 The country names are omitted and replaced with developed and developing country labels in response to a 

request by the interview respondent that the country names not be used.  
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Group30 or the between G-77 and China31 and the Umbrella Group32. These relationships 

often reflect the domestic and inter-state contexts but also take on their own nuanced, regime 

Political Context within and between the group settings. In one respondent’s observation,  

Smaller country groups AOSIS33 and LDCs34 are many and they have an influence.  They 
can probably never force consensus by themselves if China, US, India doesn't [sic] want 

 

30 “The African Group of Negotiators (African Group) was established at COP1 in Berlin, Germany in 1995 as 

an alliance of African member states that represents the interests of the region in the international climate 

change negotiations, with a common and unified voice. The Group comprises 54 Parties. The African Group is 

active in and supportive to all aspects of the climate change negotiating process, for instance regarding 

vulnerability, mitigation and adaptation to climate change.” See: https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/parties-

non-party-stakeholders/parties/party-groupings  

31 “Developing country Parties generally work through the Group of 77 to establish common negotiating 

positions. The G-77 was founded in 1964 in the context of the UN Conference on Trade and Development 

(UNCTAD) and now functions throughout the UN system. As at May 2014, there are 133 members in the 

Group. The Party holding the Chair of the G-77 in New York (which rotates every year) often speaks for the G-

77 and China as a whole. However, because the G-77 and China is a diverse group with differing interests on 

climate change issues, individual developing country Parties also intervene in debates, as do groups within the 

G-77, such as the African Group, the Small Island Developing States and the group of Least Developed 

Countries.” Ibid. 

32 “The Umbrella Group is a coalition of Parties which formed following the adoption of the Kyoto Protocol. 

The Group is made up of Australia, Belarus, Canada, Iceland, Israel, Japan, New Zealand, Kazakhstan, Norway, 

the Russian Federation, Ukraine and the United States.” Ibid.  

33 AOSIS stands for the Alliance of Small Island States. “AOSIS is a coalition of 44 small island and low-lying 

coastal developing states, including five observers” and helps to advocate on behalf of small island developing 

countries (SIDS). See: https://www.aosis.org/about/ The terms AOSIS and SIDS are often used interchangeably 

by negotiators in the UNFCCC context, although SIDS is the official name of UNFCC Party groupings and is 

described as, “ is a coalition of some 40 low-lying islands, most of which are members of the G-77 that are 

particularly vulnerable to sea-level rise. SIDS Parties are united by the threat that climate change poses to their 

survival and frequently adopt a common stance in negotiations.” See: https://unfccc.int/process-and-

meetings/parties-non-party-stakeholders/parties/party-groupings  

34 The term LDCs refers to “the 48 Parties defined as Least Developed Countries by the UN regularly work 

together in the wider UN system. They have become increasingly active in the climate change process, often 

working together to defend their particular interests, for example with regard to vulnerability and adaptation to 

climate change. Previously there were 49 Parties in the LDCs Group. However, in 2014 Samoa graduated from 

the LDCs.” Ibid.  
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it, but they can stop consensus—that’s their power. They can say they won't move 
forward unless some of their issues are dealt with (Interviews).  

This illustrates the relationship between regime Political Context and the Group Process 

dynamic. Findings show that regime Political Context is often, but not always, influenced by 

outside “real world” politics but that different political alliances and relationships can emerge 

that do not otherwise exist outside of the UNFCCC context. Historic COP decisions have also 

illustrated how UNFCCC Political Context differs,  

Some people think we did this in Bali—[the] US held objections to outcome until the last 
minute and then conceded. That demonstrated the most powerful country in the room 
was isolated by the unique dynamics of the UNFCCC (Interviews). 

As evidenced by the findings, there are many different types of ‘political contexts’ at 

different scales interacting with each other in the UNFCCC negotiations. The combination of 

different scales and the interaction between these scales was captured by one negotiator: 

 [The UNFCCC] is a political process and domestic issues affect the negotiations. It is 
best if those factors are well understood and open for people to understand, whether it’s 
a trading bloc or a national security issue (Interviews). 

 Negotiation Process  

Applying the Policy Dialogue Model to the UNFCCC context informed a name change for 

this factor from ‘Negotiation Dynamics’ to ‘Negotiation Process’. Ehrmann’s definition of 

Negotiation Dynamics in the Policy Dialogue Model focused on 1) the substantive issues, 2) 

how the substance is communicated through negotiation styles, and 3) the skills of 

negotiators. Building upon this, respondents in this study also ascribed the negotiation design 

and stages of negotiation to the Negotiation Process dynamic. Each dimension of the 

Negotiation Process from the UNFCCC is described in turn, based upon the interview data.  

First, respondents emphasized that the substantive issues of the negotiation are diverse in the 

UNFCCC. Negotiators draw upon different substantive expertise to effectively participate in 

UNFCCC across different negotiating tracks—for example, energy, transport, deforestation, 

agriculture, and accounting rules. Having specialized knowledge for each of these within a 

Party’s delegation is resource-intensive and therefore most common among developed 

nations. Some respondents observed significant imbalances in the level of substantive 

knowledge negotiators have on the topic at hand.  

If you wish to be an active participant, you need to be deeply informed about the subject 
matter otherwise you don't know what you're agreeing or not agreeing to.  If you don't 
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want to be an active participant in the meeting, you should listen a lot and support 
positions that make sense. Don't try to dominate the whole time [with] limited substantive 
knowledge--it can be disruptive to the process.  This happens a lot—when countries have 
defensive positions it's because they don’t know the implications of what's being 
discussed so they just block (Interviews).  

This can lead to inefficient negotiations and lack of movement towards an agreed outcome as 

some Parties catch up on the substance and/or stall negotiations because they cannot make an 

informed decision on the topic vis-à-vis their national interests. Specialized knowledge can 

also wield a lot of influence in the negotiations. In the words of one respondent,  

…people with strong tech skills and capacity have had considerable influence in 
technical negotiations. Other negotiators with less technical skills and knowledge rely a 
bit on individuals that are technically proficient to build understanding and lead the way. 
There are sometimes technically competent people who are viewed as honest, objective 
and credible--not taking political positions.  These people are very influential in the long 
term because they gain the trust of people in the room and can lead the way to find 
technically sound solutions that will work for everyone in the room (Interviews).  

Second, Parties’ negotiation style (e.g., interest-based bargaining or positional bargaining35) 

was indicated by a majority of interview respondents as most important to reaching 

agreement. Most respondents stressed the importance of Parties clearly articulating their 

position on an issue so that others could understand it and work towards compromise. 

However, several respondents made a clear distinction between a clear articulation of one’s 

position and using a hard-bargaining, positional negotiation style—the latter seen as 

ineffective in the UNFCCC context due to the consensus-based nature of reaching agreement 

which depends upon Parties sharing their interests and finding convergence. In the words of 

one negotiator,  

If a party is very firm in its position from the beginning to end, it influences the outcome 
and dynamics of the negotiations because it means that at some point, each and every 
party has to give in some of its position to a group in order to reach an outcome. It's 
always good to hear a lot of parties with clear positions—but then they need to share 
interests in order to come to consensus (Interviews). 

 

35 Fisher and Ury (2011) distinguish between interest-based and positional-bargaining in the following way: 

“Your position is something you have decided upon. Your interests are what caused you to so decide.” (Fisher 

and Ury, 2011, pp. 26-27). In other words, a Party’s position is often the end outcome they are seeking whereas 

both/all Parties have underlying interests that inform that position. Uncovering those interests provides more 

options for identifying common ground across negotiating parties.  
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Most respondents attributed negotiation style with the negotiating individual, not the country, 

and some observed that a hard-bargaining style could indicate the negotiator does not 

adequately understand the substance of the discussion nor realize that taking a hard-lined 

position could ultimately marginalize that Party in the negotiation (Interviews).  

Third, and related to negotiation style, respondents observed that parties’ negotiating skills 

and experience varied widely in the UNFCCC context. Some observed that if a negotiator 

does not fully know or understand their country’s interests on an issue, they may not have a 

consistent position and/or can be more easily swayed by inter-state or regime Political 

Context or Power dynamics. Respondents observed this happening most frequently within 

less-developed country delegations. In addition, the interview data revealed different “types” 

of negotiator depending on whether their orientation and training is substantively- or 

diplomatically- oriented. As one respondent described,  

There are three types of negotiators--the most successful is the hybrid, you can't be a bull 
in a china shop and be oblivious to politics. You need to be diplomatic and make your 
points in a way that can be understood by other diplomats. You can't always be technical 
otherwise you won't build understanding. In the long run, of the three types of negotiators 
[diplomat, technical, and hybrid], those who are purely diplomatic may have less 
influence on the outcomes than you'd think. Some of the solid technical information takes 
a long time to build understanding and crystallize into policy language people can move 
forward with but it determines the shape and outcome of the agreements (Interviews).  

Fourth, many respondents underscored the importance of negotiation design—a new aspect 

of the Negotiation Process dynamic. This included: the quality of the venue; the ease of 

wayfinding in the venue; transportation to/from the negotiations; availability of appropriate 

food and drink (e.g., taking into account cultural dietary restrictions and preferences); and the 

important roles of the COP-Presidents, Chairs, Facilitators, and the UNFCCC Secretariat. On 

the roles of the COP Presidencies, as well as the Chairs, Facilitators, and the UNFCCC 

Secretariat, many respondents indicated that having capable chairs and facilitators to guide 

negotiations was a critical element towards reaching agreement. Additionally, the importance 

of informal discussions at various levels (between individuals, bilaterally, or in “informal-

informal”36 groups) was seen to be a particularly helpful process design element that 

 

36 “Informal-informals (also referred to as drafting groups or spin off groups) have been used to troubleshoot a 

specific problematic issue or advance negotiations on contentious issues, e.g., to draft a specific section of text 
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facilitated progress by allowing parties to more openly discuss and share their interests on an 

issue.  

Finally, some respondents described a cycle of negotiation as part of the Negotiation Process 

dynamic (in contrast to the linear process outside of the dynamics, as it was in the Policy 

Dialogue Model with Convening, Dialogue, Implementation). The cycle begins with parties 

negotiating to set the agenda, determining boundaries for discussion and how to proceed. 

Assuming agreement on this, negotiations evolved into in-depth technical discussions that 

require substantive expertise on the issue at hand. Without agreement, negotiations over the 

agenda could be prolonged and prevent substantive negotiations on the topic at hand. Some 

negotiators with experience in implementation (e.g., from developing the phases of a 

mechanism for reducing emissions from deforestation and degradation [REDD+] or from 

those involved with negotiating land use accounting rules) described that Parties’ 

implementation experience often informed the next round of negotiations in terms of agenda 

and substance. As one respondent shared, “…countries may not play a role in shaping the 

agenda for research but may have rich background from activities on the ground and can use 

that experience in the negotiations” (Interviews). This experience-driven agenda shaping 

reflects the ongoing nature of UNFCCC negotiations (in contrast to more limited, time-bound 

policy dialogues in the Policy Dialogue Model) and reveals a cycle instead of a linear 

process.  

 Group Process  

With the exception of seasoned facilitators and UNFCCC Secretariat staff, few respondents 

described Group Process as the Policy Dialogue Model did (e.g., small group dynamics, 

decision-making theory, creation of temporary systems). Instead, respondents underscored 

the human relations aspect of Group Process. Trust was described as something built across 

individual relationships and personalities. These relationships allowed negotiators from 

different backgrounds, cultures, languages, to better understand each other by creating a 

common ‘language’ (defined as mutual understanding of terms to avoid using the same terms 

 

or resolve a specific problem. These informal informals are established with the agreement of the group or under 

presiding officers’ own responsibility. The presiding officer may request a delegate to facilitate such meetings, 

which may be open ended or limited to only those delegates invited to participate.” Guide for Presiding 

Officers. UNFCCC. 2011. P. 17 
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but meaning different things), sharing their respective interests, and fostering trust that they 

“understand each other’s interests and can predict with some confidence the way in which 

they will behave” (Interview Data). It is worth underscoring that trust was ascribed to 

individuals not states/parties. Several respondents described trusted relationships emerging 

between negotiators despite tensions or mistrust between their nation-states (Interviews). One 

respondent observed there is no trust between countries saying, “the only thing you can trust 

a country to do is to act in their own national interests, but you can have trust between 

individuals” (Interviews). Despite this distinction, trusted relationships were described as a 

means to better understanding Parties’ interests, concerns, and motivations—much of which 

cannot be readily discerned from stated policy positions (Interviews). Several respondents 

emphasized that a fundamental aspect of trust among individuals was to ensure all Parties 

negotiate in good faith. Meaning, a party has a genuine interest in reaching agreement and 

they are not there simply to thwart progress. In one respondent’s own words: “Trust is very 

important because we have to trust in order to reach agreement. If you don't trust, then you 

won’t be negotiating in good faith.” (Interviews)  

In the Policy Dialogue Model, human relationships comprised one of four aspects of Group 

Process, but trust did not feature prominently, in contrast to the UNFCCC context. Ehrmann 

mentions the role of trust between parties and the sometimes-asymmetrical levels of trust 

built between parties within the dialogue compared to their constituents outside (Ehrmann, 

1997 pp. 126-127). Within the UNFCCC context, many respondents emphasized the 

importance of building relationships and trust in order to make progress in the negotiations 

and ultimately reach agreement. The roles that relationships and trust have are captured in the 

following respondent quotes: 

A lot of lack of agreement comes from misunderstanding. One side interprets another 
side's position in a way that's not correct [sic]. Relationships allow a lot of the 
misunderstanding to be removed—they [negotiators] can ask each other why they are 
saying X, and better understand where they're coming from and respond more effectively 
(Interviews). 
Trust means that national interests and preferences are expressed in such a way that they 
are open for searching for mutual ground with other countries who present similar views, 
so the mood is not searching for differences, but rather searching for things that are 
common and shared among negotiators, as consensus will be located in the space that is 
common to all the interest (Interviews). 
Having trust of colleagues and personal relationships are extremely important [sic]. If 
you have trust and confidence of colleagues that you will hear their concerns and handle 
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information discreetly then you have a full picture of concerns from all groups. Without 
trust you don't have the full picture (Interviews). 

It is also worth noting that only those respondents with an outside vantage point—facilitators, 

chairs, and UNFCCC Secretariat staff—reflected on the three other aspects of Group Process 

as defined in the Policy Dialogue Model (small group dynamics, decision-making theory, and 

creation of temporary systems) which reflects the group as a whole. In contrast, negotiators 

and observers (non-chair/facilitator) respondents emphasized the role of individuals as 

UNFCCC chairs and facilitators—citing that many UNFCCC agreements have been 

shepherded by these individuals. In the UNFCCC context, negotiating tracks are officially 

chaired by countries, often those that have a moderate amount of power (e.g., Philippines or 

Argentina) instead of those with a significant amount of power (e.g., US or China). Yet the 

ability to foster agreement in the UNFCCC was attributed to the efficacy of the individual 

chair, not the country they represent. For example, as one respondent described, 

“…UNFCCC history [is] full of agreements facilitated by individuals…much of Kyoto 

Protocol was Argentina—yet it was individuals, not because Argentina as a country is more 

effective” (Interview Data).  

 Power 

Similar to the original Policy Dialogue Model, most interview respondents described the role 

of Power in the UNFCCC as an underlying dynamic with multiple facets and layers. 

Interview data revealed four types of Power in the UNFCCC context: 1) political (state); 2) 

interpersonal (individual); 3) knowledge-based; and 4) procedural. First, the political power 

aspect of this dynamic was not purely aligned with existing geopolitical power. Interviewees 

pointed to variations of political power that are leveraged in the UNFCCC context that are 

not or cannot be leveraged in other intergovernmental fora. As one interviewee observed, 

“some countries have been more important in the [UNFCCC] negotiations than their 

geopolitical position suggests.” For example, a small island state that typically does not yield 

much in the way of traditional geopolitical power can gather significant attention in the 

UNFCCC context through a charismatic, impassioned individual negotiator that emphasizes 

their state’s unique vulnerabilities to climate change and issues like sea level rise. This 

increased attention—catalyzed by leveraging individual power—can create a temporary bully 

pulpit from which a small state can exercise much greater power than it has outside of the 

UNFCCC context. Another aspect of political power identified from the interview data was 
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the ability of some states to leverage state relationships, alliances or power-balances outside 

of the UNFCCC context in order to influence the way a state or group of states behaved 

within the UNFCCC. For example, a state with significant foreign direct investment or 

development assistance within other state could leverage that power differential to influence 

another state’s decision to agree to something in the UNFCCC context. This power is 

sometimes leveraged outside of the UNFCCC negotiation process. For example, as one least-

developed country (LDC) respondent described,  

We also see emerging economies using their positions within the third world and 
particularly their close relations to see how they can influence the Africa positions—
through trade and economic relations. Sometimes before COP meetings the developed 
countries send requests of support through their respective embassies to support their 
positions in the negotiations (Interviews).  

This aspect of Power illustrates its relationships with inter-state Political Context and 

Negotiation Process dynamics. 

Second, interview data showed a linkage between political and interpersonal Power. That the 

creation of political Power can emanate from individual leadership and personality. As one 

seasoned negotiator described, “I've seen lead negotiators from a country be really effective 

and then they're replaced and the country gets marginalized because it comes down to an 

individual capacity, regardless of what a country's position is” (Interviews). Interpersonal 

power, built on trusted relationships with others, is another aspect of how Power is wielded in 

the UNFCCC context. As described by one interviewee,  

Major economies—China, US, Brazil, EU, India—will always have a lot of influence, but 
individual countries can also have power with the right individual with the right 
combination of diplomatic and technical skills who can be unbelievably influential and 
make things happen (Interviews).  

Examples of this type of Power included trusted, well-liked chairs and facilitators that could 

maintain agreement within a fractioned negotiating bloc or keep negotiators at the table 

through challenging discussions. These examples demonstrate how interpersonal power links 

to trust within the Group Process and Negotiation Process dynamics.  

Third, many developed country respondents described knowledge-based Power—meaning 

that some Parties (usually developed countries) have access to Data and Information that 

others do not; and that some Parties have the resources and capacity to effectively translate 

information into knowledge among negotiators on their delegation. Some interviewees also 
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indicated that knowledge-based Power had the ability to extend far beyond the reaches of that 

state’s delegation and influence the broader UNFCCC community. For example, if a study 

funded by a particular Party was made public via a report and/or a side event, its findings 

could be used to inform other states, non-governmental or civil society organizations, and the 

private sector. How respondents described this ‘ripple effect’ of knowledge-based Power 

depended largely on their perceptions of objectivity about where the knowledge originated 

from and the motivations in making it public. This finding demonstrates a strong relationship 

between knowledge-based Power and Data and Information dynamics. 

Lastly, interview data also revealed procedural Power as another aspect of the Power 

dynamic. Procedural Power most often plays a role in the agenda-setting (sometimes referred 

to as pre-negotiations) and decision-making stages. Parties may prevent movement from the 

agenda-setting stage into the negotiation stage by blocking agreement on an agenda. In the 

decision-making stage, several seasoned chairs and negotiators pointed out that the UNFCCC 

rules of procedure on decision-making are still in draft form but described that the de facto 

way in which decisions are reached is by consensus—defined, in practice, as no Party 

objecting. The UNFCCC system is structured to provide equal weight to every country; if 

consensus is de facto practiced as no Party objecting, this translates to all Parties having veto 

power. Because of this, a small, geopolitically weak state can disproportionately affect the 

entire outcome of a UNFCCC negotiation session by refusing to agree or abstaining unless 

their demands are sufficiently met. 

The four types of Power identified by respondents—political, interpersonal, knowledge-

based, and procedural—relate to other Negotiation Dynamics. Interpersonal Power and 

knowledge-based Power are leveraged to “produce an intended effect on another” (Rubin and 

Zartman, 1995, p. 350). By building relationships and trust (part of the Group Process 

dynamic), individuals are leveraging interpersonal Power. As trust is built, there is greater 

sharing of information and individuals and increasingly individuals—and the parties they 

represent—are leveraging knowledge-based Power (related to Data and Information 

dynamic) to inform their approach to the negotiation. Examples described by respondents 

indicate political Power and procedural Power are often leveraged by Parties, typically in the 

final stages of finding common ground and devising an agreement. In addition, political 

Power often expresses itself as power asymmetries among Parties (e.g., a wealthy developed 

country Party threatening its development assistance to a poor developing country if they do 
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not support the proposal). Whereas procedural Power expresses structural symmetry in that 

under the UNFCCC, all Parties effectively have veto power to block final agreement. These 

last two types of power seem to be leveraged against one another in the final throes of Parties 

trying to reach agreement. 

 Data and Information 

All interview respondents strongly emphasized the importance of Data and Information in the 

UNFCCC negotiation context. In the words of one respondent, Data and Information are 

significant and equal access among UNFCCC Parties has changed over time,  

[Data and Information play] a big role; it's more equal in terms of information because 
everyone has wi-fi now. It's important but not as important as it used to be.  Those who 
had access to information previously had an advantage but now everyone has access to 
that info and it's immediately available (Interviews).  

However, several respondents cautioned about the veracity of data and information and/or the 

challenges with varying interpretations or even misinterpretation. As observed by one 

respondent,  

[Data and information play a] ...very powerful role, for better and for worse. If it's 
factual and not interpreted or miscommunicated, it's extremely important that people are 
informed. Sometimes data or information is misinterpreted or miscommunicated which 
is very destructive. It supports a particular position of a Party or group that want to 
influence in a certain way, and it can be difficult to deal with (Interviews). 

Interview analysis revealed three main types of Data and Information: 1) scientific and 

technical; 2) political; and 3) regime. First, scientific and technical information on climate 

change informs the substance of the negotiations in the UNFCCC. The Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) plays a particularly important role in providing trusted, 

globally derived scientific information on climate. However, there are many other scientific 

and technical reports on topics within negotiation tracks. Developing country respondents 

reported experiencing several challenges in interpreting and incorporating this information: 

determining the degree to which data and information is objective and credible; mistrust of a 

third party’s interpretation of scientific data; and a delegation’s and/or negotiator’s capacity 

(or relative lack thereof) to absorb overwhelming amounts of information. Most respondents 

indicated that parties’ capacity to translate information into knowledge was critical to 

determining what is in their best interest, making informed decisions, and leveraging all of 

the above to effectively negotiate. In the words of one negotiator, “Science helps enhance our 
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common scientific understanding, which gets reflected in our politics. As our understanding 

of an issue expands…we then start [to] agree on how to resolve that issue” (Interviews). At 

the same time, scientific and technical information can be apolitical—something that is 

threatening, as observed by one respondent,  

I can see a lot of negotiators, individually, or even countries, feeling very threatened by 
forums that push ideas on technical grounds that are difficult for them to fight back. It's 
easier to say, ‘I'd rather keep it political’. If it's based on technical then I'm forced to 
accept them because they're technically correct (Interviews).  

Second, political Data and Information emerged from the interviews as a particular type of 

data, but one that is intimately connected to Political Context and Negotiation Process. 

Specifically, gathering Data and Information about other Parties’ positions, the interests 

behind those positions, and their domestic Political Contexts was seen as critical to informing 

the negotiation and beginning to uncover potential common ground. Respondents correlated 

the gathering of political Data and Information with a negotiator’s skills (Negotiation 

Process) in building relationships and trust with other negotiators (Group Process) from key 

states (defined as potential allies in the climate negotiations and/or critical for informing their 

own negotiating strategy). Negotiators’ understanding about other Parties’ domestic Political 

Context helped them understand and anticipate underlying interests.   

Third, regime Data and Information refers to the UNFCCC processes and procedures (i.e., 

information and understanding of the UNFCCC as an institution and a process). This type of 

Data and Information is also connected to negotiators’ skills and experience, discussed above 

in the Negotiation Process dynamic. Based on the interviews, regime Data and Information 

included understanding: the rules of procedure; how to follow various negotiating tracks and 

know which issues are being addressed within each of those tracks; and where and how to 

access draft text, daily agendas, and announcements. Tracking all of this information is 

incredibly difficult for Parties and their negotiators. In the words of one, developed country 

respondent:  

There are too many meetings, you don't have the time in between meetings, talk to 
colleagues, stakeholders and have discussions to try to work out how the next meeting 
will play out. The positions don't have time to change and reflect and absorb and make 
adjustments.  Even if you manage to find time to reflect on your own position and modify 
your approach you don’t have time to let other colleagues know (Interviews).  

Seasoned negotiator respondents mentioned the need for all negotiators to understand 

historical UNFCCC information (e.g., the Articles of the Convention or the process by which 
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those Articles were agreed) since these are often referred to in current negotiations. 

Therefore, understanding them provides valuable context for the discussions at hand 

(Interviews). It is worth noting that some respondents highlighted the disadvantage newer 

negotiators have in relation to political and regime Data and Information—citing that some 

Parties (more often developed country negotiators, according to a respondent) seem to 

frequently rotate negotiators on or off their delegations. This observation and its potential 

implications are further explored in the Discussion.  

 Communication 

In the Policy Dialogue Model (Policy Dialogue Model), Communication was combined with 

Data and Information and defined within that context as how data and information is 

communicated and perceived by negotiation participants. Based on the interview data and the 

author’s own observations of the UNFCCC context, Communication emerged as its own 

dynamic. Most respondents underscored the importance of communication—defined as 

clearly communicating, listening, and understanding each other—for helping to find common 

ground. The latter two (listening and understanding) were most emphasized by seasoned 

negotiators, chairs/facilitators, and Secretariat staff. As two seasoned UNFCCC negotiators 

shared,  

Communication is very important. First people need to know each other and understand 
each other's language. This is a result of building relations. If I talk to someone, I 
understand him more and more, even the way in which he/she formulates opinions, 
something like psychological features. Without this [individual relationships], 
negotiations are difficult because of this lack of trust (Interviews). 
The communications, relationship building leads to trust.  Without communication, 
there's no relationship, with no relationships, there's no trust.  All build on each other 
(Interviews). 

Communication was also frequently linked to other dynamics. For instance, respondents 

indicated that Communication helped negotiators to: 1) build individual relationships and 

trust (Group Process), 2) convey their domestic Political Contexts (Political Context), and 3) 

better understand the interests behind their counterparts’ policy positions (Negotiation 

Process). These linkages indicate that Communication was a cross-cutting dynamic similar to 

Power, and Data and Information. The majority of those interviewed associated 

Communication with interpersonal style—elements of the Group Process dynamic. However, 

respondents also cited Communication linkages with respect to how domestic and global 

Political Context was communicated, or with how Parties and their negotiators 
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communicated and, more importantly, understood others’ interests or positions (Negotiation 

Process dynamic). Even the way in which an individual negotiator communicated could 

invoke interpersonal Power beyond that of his or her nation-state. A couple of respondents 

also shared the same example of the importance of communication style—citing a case where 

there was enough alignment between Parties’ positions to find convergence, but the way in 

which an individual negotiator communicated in the discussion led to significant rifts, 

thereby stalling agreement (Interviews). 

 Negotiation Dynamics and Reaching Agreement 

Respondent data indicated the degree to which a negotiation dynamic was seen as supporting 

or enabling parties to reach agreement. This yielded identification of both a primary and 

secondary enabling negotiation dynamic (with all 21 respondents indicating a primary 

enabling dynamic and 20 identifying a secondary enabling dynamic). In addition, 20 out of 

21 respondents also responded to the question by sharing their views on the most 

constraining dynamic to reaching agreement. See Table 5 for a summary of results across the 

negotiation dynamics. 

Table 5. Respondent Data on Primary-, Secondary- Enabling, and Constraining 
Negotiation Dynamics 
 

 Primary 
Enabling 
Dynamic 

Secondary 
Enabling 
Dynamic 

Total Count 
for Enabling 

Total Count 
for Constraining 
Dynamic 

Political Context 3 2 5 10 

Negotiation Process 4 6 10 2 

Group Process 10 3 13 0 

Power 1 3 4 5 

Data and Information 1 2 3 1 

Communication 1 6 7 0 

All Dynamics 2 0 2 0 

Power and Political Context 
together 0 0 0 2 
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Two respondents indicated that all negotiation dynamics were equally important to 

supporting agreement in the UNFCCC, while two respondents indicated that both Power and 

Political Context, together, were most constraining to reaching agreement. This relationship 

between Power and Political Context was also reflected more broadly in the interview data 

(beyond the duo being constraining) and is explored further in the Discussion section.  

While some negotiation dynamics were seen as more important for supporting agreement and 

some were seen as more challenging to Parties reaching agreement, the interview data 

indicates that all negotiation dynamics were relevant and played a role in the UNFCCC 

context. Table 5 shows which negotiation dynamics were cited more frequently in terms of 

being enabling or constraining. Group Process, Negotiation Process, Communications, and 

Data and Information were more enabling than constraining to reaching agreement. In 

particular, Group Process was seen as the primary enabling dynamic to reaching agreement 

followed by Negotiation Process. On the other hand, Political Context was most constraining 

followed by Power, and the combination of the two together. Qualitative analysis of the data 

revealed more nuanced results: 1) how certain aspects of negotiation dynamics play a role in 

enabling or constraining agreement; and 2) that constraining or enabling effects of some 

dynamics can change depending on the stage of the negotiation. 

First, respondents that identified Group Process as most important emphasized specific 

aspects of that dynamic—individual relationships and trust—as particularly critical to 

supporting parties reaching agreement. Respondents that identified Negotiation Process 

emphasized the need to understand others’ interests and in creating a shared understanding of 

all interests. Axial coding also revealed a set of relationships between negotiation dynamics 

(and components therein) that indicate a more sequential process of how these dynamics 

enable agreement. Relationships and trust-building (part of the Group Process dynamic) 

fostered more open communication and greater sharing of information, especially about 

parties’ interests and domestic Political Context. This provided a foundation for supporting a 

collective understanding of interests upon which to find common ground for potential 

agreement. 

Second, the enabling and constraining effects of some negotiation dynamics shifted over the 

course of the negotiation. The prominence of Group Process and Negotiation Process 
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dynamics were most attributed to the UNFCCC inter-sessionals, informal processes37, and 

pre-COP negotiations. In these contexts, respondents described the structure of the UNFCCC 

as more egalitarian among parties. Political Context and Power were seen as the most 

challenging dynamics in terms of moving forward in the negotiations, finding common 

ground, and building agreement. In these negotiation settings, when global Political Context 

and Power dynamics were leveraged by more powerful states, less powerful states resisted 

because they held the notion that “under this umbrella [of] UNFCCC, I’m just as powerful as 

you” (Interview Data). In contrast, Political Context and Power were described as becoming 

at once incredibly challenging but also integral to striking a final deal. Despite the UNFCCC 

concept of ‘one country, one vote,’38 respondents widely acknowledged that alignment of 

geopolitically powerful countries’ interests was a prerequisite to reaching a final COP 

agreement. These results reveal two limitations of the enabling effects of Group Process and 

Negotiation Process dynamics: 1) their role in supporting forward movement in the 

negotiations is most prominent in non-COP negotiation contexts; and 2) if the global and/or 

domestic Political Context among major geopolitical powers is not aligned by the time of a 

COP negotiation and decision, then no amount of prior relationship, trust-building, and 

favorable Negotiation Process can overcome that.  

 Discussion 

 Constraints of the Policy Dialogue Model 

Based upon the responses provided by interview respondents and the results of the study, 

Ehrmann’s Policy Dialogue Model (1997) proved to be an applicable lens through which to 

explore the UNFCCC negotiations. The findings provided insights into how negotiation 

dynamics play out in the UNFCCC including how the model’s factors can be refined and 

defined to reflect that particular context. The resulting Integrated Negotiation Dynamics 

Model (INDM) still has limitations and areas where additional research may be helpful. 

 

37 Informal processes are those where “the formal Rules of Procedure do not apply and they are not recorded or 

in any other way treated as part of the formal conference.” pp. 47-48, Manual for UN Delegates: Conference 

Process, Procedure and Negotiation. https://dx.doi.org/10.18356/385699ed-en  

38 Respondents frequently used the phrase ‘one country, one vote’ to reflect the nature of UNFCCC decisions 

which requires consensus, meaning that all parties have to agree even though parties do not actually vote.  
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These are presented and discussed followed by how key findings relate to the broader 

literatures.  

The results of this study illuminated several constraints of the model, the first of which 

corresponds to one of the study’s most significant findings. First, some of the relationships 

between dynamics, or aspects therein, that this study uncovered are not readily evident in the 

visual representation of the model. For example, the finding that trust—an element of the 

Group Process dynamic—was the most important factor for reaching agreement in the 

UNFCCC but “trust” is not included in the visual depiction of the INDM, only described as 

part of Group Process. This seems to reflect the other literatures of international relations, 

multi-party negotiation, and even SD diplomacy—where trust does not typically play a 

central theoretical role. This finding’s significance is further explored below, following 

discussion of the model’s limitations.  

Second, respondents attributed some dynamics or aspects therein (e.g., relationships, trust, 

interpersonal power) to individual negotiators, not to Parties to the UNFCCC39. This finding 

contrasts many international relations scholars’ assumptions about state-to-state negotiations 

which emphasizes states as bloc entities exercising their geopolitical power (Keohane, 1986) 

and pursuing national self-interest (Gilpin, 1996) as key factors in whether states reach 

agreement to cooperate. Respondents’ collective definition of trust was imprecise but 

reflected Kydd’s (2005) definition of “a belief about the likely behavior of the other side” 

(Kydd, 2005, p. 11). Respondents linked the establishment of trust to changes in behavior 

within other negotiation dynamics: trusted relationships yielded more information sharing 

between negotiators about their underlying interests, positions, and domestic political 

contexts (Interviews). In addition, the role of Power in the UNFCCC was sometimes ascribed 

to the individual (via personality and influence) instead of to the geopolitical power of the 

state they represented. This result adds another layer of complexity to understanding the 

 

39 The term ‘Parties’ capitalized refers to signatories to the UNFCCC which is different from ‘parties’ lower 

case which generically refers to parties or actors that are part of a negotiation. 
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power dynamics in the UNFCCC, which the existing literature constrains to parties (Zartman, 

2002) and “great powers”40 at the state level (Dimitrov, 2010; Terhalle & Depledge, 2013).  

Third, the research into UNFCCC negotiations revealed more nuanced, human-scale 

dynamics as critical to reaching agreement among Parties, suggesting that some dynamics are 

more applicable to individuals than to Parties in the negotiation—again, not something that is 

visually evident in the INDM depiction. This finding suggests that it is difficult to hold 

variables constant—negotiators change all the time—which presents challenges for both 

reaching agreement and studying the UNFCCC negotiations. Further research is needed to 

determine the degree to which dynamics apply to different scales within the negotiation (e.g., 

individuals vs. the Parties they represent).  

Fourth, respondents often cited the important roles of chairs and facilitators as critical to 

fostering agreement; however, this is neither explicitly reflected nor explored in the INDM 

dynamics. Ehrmann’s Policy Dialogue Model discussed the roles of third parties (chairs, 

facilitators) as individuals that can help Parties to better understand each other’s positions by 

clarifying misunderstandings and facilitating the exchange of perspectives (including the 

context from which that Party is coming from) (Ehrmann, 1997, pp 230-236). In short, third 

parties can facilitate evolution within and between the dynamics, but the negotiation “system 

exists independently of the intervenor” (Ehrmann, 1997 p. 231 citing Argyris, 1979 p. 15).  

Finally, relationships uncovered between dynamics are evidence-based in the UNFCCC 

context but may not translate universally, as they may depend upon the negotiation context. 

Related to this, more research is needed to determine broader theoretical application beyond 

the UNFCCC to other Sustainable Development Goals’ negotiation contexts in light of the 

notion that all SDGs are “integrated and indivisible” (United Nations General Assembly, 

2015).  

 Discussion of Main Findings 

Overall, the results showed that: 1) all the factors within the Policy Dialogue Model were 

relevant and applicable for understanding the UNFCCC negotiations; 2) there are nuanced 

aspects within each negotiation dynamic—some of which reveal different ways in which that 

 

40 Within the UNFCCC context, Dimitrov (2010) defines these as the United States, China, India, and Brazil 

whereas Terhalle and Depledge (2013) describe “great-power politics” as between the US and China.  
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dynamic plays a role in the negotiations (e.g., knowledge-based vs. process Power); and 3) 

the relationships between dimensions of the Policy Dialogue Model were applicable and 

several more relationships were identified in the UNFCCC context. Three main findings are 

discussed here in greater detail. First, the discussion will explore the emphasis that 

respondents placed on relationships and trust which contrasts with the emphasis that IR and 

negotiation theorists place on power and politics. Second, discussion on the findings that 

Power and Political Context were seen as overall constraining to negotiations and to reaching 

agreement. And last, a discussion on relationships between the negotiation dynamics 

illuminated by the results.  

That respondent data indicated relevance of all factors in the UNFCCC negotiations contrasts 

with international relations (IR) literature, which focuses on particular aspects of negotiation 

dynamics (e.g., Power) but discounts the role and importance of other dynamics and aspects 

therein. Neorealists emphasize inter-state and global aspects of Political Context as well as 

political Power but neglect the roles of domestic and regime Political Context (Gilpin, 1996; 

Mearsheimer, 2001). Neoliberals emphasize interdependency between states via economic, 

corporate, and organizational ties which show degrees of complexity beyond a unified state 

(Keohane & Nye, 2011) but lacks understanding of how complex those state-to-state relations 

can become at individual (negotiator) levels.  

Multi-party negotiation theorists provide different approaches to analyzing the complexity 

that multiparty negotiation contexts present (Zartman, 2002; Crump 2015). As noted in 

Chapter 1, there is a high degree of commonality among those approaches but based upon the 

empirical findings of the research reflected in this chapter, existing multiparty analysis 

frameworks either omit key dynamics or aggregate them in such a way as to lose the 

distinction and understanding of how that dynamic and aspects therein contribute to the 

negotiation and resulting outcome(s). Zartman (2002), for example, emphasizes distribution 

of power, party strategies, behavior (defined as “characteristics of the actors and their 

interaction in the negotiation process” Zartman, 2002, p. 11), outcomes, and process. This 

analytical approach does not include analysis of the negotiation context, data and 

information, communications, or the relationships between individuals as negotiators, only 

their behavior as negotiators. Crump, on the other hand, does include context, power 

relationships, and communication patterns in his analytical framework (2015). Yet, 

relationship analysis is limited to power relations and communication patterns (Crump, 
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2015), and fails to recognize that power is not only a function of relationships and that 

relationships are not only a function of power.  

The results of this study have shown a much more nuanced understanding of how 

relationships and power function in the UNFCCC, separately, and together. In addition, 

communications were shown to be critically linked to the transmission of (Political) context, 

data and information, parties’ interests and positions, and also include understanding of what 

is being communicated, beyond the patterns of party communication. In addition, Crump 

(2015) notes that more research is needed to “establish relationships among key negotiation 

variables” (Crump, 2015, p. 150).  

2.5.2.1 Relationships and Trust 

The results showed that nearly half of respondents emphasized individual relationships and 

trust, part of the Group Process dynamic (Ehrmann, 1997, p. 126), as most important for 

reaching agreement in the UNFCCC context. Respondents indicated that trust is based upon 

interpersonal relationships and individual personalities—reiterating the way in which this 

aspect of Group Process was described in the Policy Dialogue Model (Ehrmann, 1997). In the 

development of Ehrmann’s original Policy Dialogue Model, the Group Process dimension 

was indicated as the least understood by those involved in a policy dialogue. In this study, 

many respondents emphasized certain aspects of group process such as interpersonal 

relationships, trust and interpersonal communication style. Aside from Chairs, Facilitators, 

and Secretariat staff, negotiators placed little emphasis on Group Process elements Ehrmann 

defined in the Policy Dialogue Model such as ‘small group dynamics and decision-making 

theory, [and] the creation and dynamics of temporary systems…’ (Ehrmann, 1997: 103). It is 

important to note that the relationship-building and trust aspects of Group Process do not 

account for the fact that the individuals involved in the UNFCCC negotiation (e.g., 

negotiators, Chairs, Facilitators, and UNFCCC Secretariat staff) change over time. 

Relationships, trust, and interpersonal communication can be rebuilt anew, but they may 

differ significantly from previous relationships. 

From the vantage points of international relations (IR) and multi-party negotiation 

disciplines, the significant role trust played in reaching agreement would seem unexpected, or 

at least typically discounted. Trust is infrequently mentioned in the literatures of international 

relations (Hoffman, 2002; Kydd, 2005) and multi-party negotiation (Zartman, 1989) 

especially where these literatures focus on climate change (Vogler, 2009). While 
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relationships and trust are emphasized in broader diplomacy literature41, this relationship-

trust dynamic is not included in the SD diplomacy literature (Kjellén, 2008; Moomaw et al. 

2017). Trust does play a more central role in conflict resolution literature (Ehrmann, 1997) 

especially in relation to sustainable development negotiations (H. Saunders, 2009; Schultz et 

al., 2018) which is discussed further in section 2.5.4. As a main finding of the study, the 

relationships and trust aspect of the Group Process dynamic are explored across each of the 

literatures, in turn. 

International relations (IR) literature on climate change focuses on trust in relation to 

compliance (technical and legal) to the negotiated agreement (Vogler, 2009) as opposed to 

the role trust plays in reaching agreement. Compliance-related mistrust emerges over the 

‘free rider’ problem (Keohane, 2014; Stavins, 2011; Vogler, 2009)—meaning that states 

benefit from the implemented outcome but do not contribute to achieving that outcome 

(Stavins, 2011; Keohane, 2014). More broadly in IR theory, trust has been scarcely explored 

outside a few scholars which focus on the nation-state (Kydd, 2005; Hoffman, 2002; ) or on 

“leaders enacting policies that delegate control over their states’ interests based upon the 

belief that those interests will not be harmed” (Hoffman, 2002, p. 377). Prisoner’s dilemma-

type models popular with IR realists (Grieco, 1988) are typically employed to assess trust yet 

“fail to provide an adequate framework for understanding trust” (Kydd 2005, p. 9). There are 

many examples of parties opting for “mutual cooperation” instead of “exploiting the other 

side’s cooperation” (Kydd, 2005, p. 10). This cooperation, Kydd argues, hinges upon “a 

belief about the likely behavior of the other side” (2005, p. 11). Yet this this conception of 

trust also implies a third component of behavior: Hardin posits “…that trust is never 

unconditional, that it always implies a three-party relation, as in ‘A trusts B to do x…” 

(Hardin, 1998, p. 12). This is especially true where parties have a continuous (rather than 

one-time) relationship: choosing exploitative behavior over cooperation breeds fear of future 

retaliation (Kydd, 2005, p. 10). Put another way, parties have an interest in the future of the 

 

41 Broader diplomacy literature does include individual relationships and trust; however, the emphasis is on the 

individual role rather than the dynamics of the negotiation itself. The emphasis of this study was on the 

negotiation dynamics rather than the role of negotiators/diplomats in them. Therefore, it drew from international 

relations (IR), multi-party negotiation, and conflict resolution literatures. However, some of the results 

underscored the importance of individuals. This finding reinforces diplomacy literature, incidentally, but is a 

contribution to IR and multi-party negotiation literatures, in particular. 
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relationship. Aside from these few scholars, IR literature neglects relationships and trust 

cultivated between individual negotiators (not states or political leaders)—one of the reasons 

this study’s finding was unexpected. Yet this finding reinforces the argument that a more 

integrated, multi-disciplinary model for understanding the UNFCCC negotiations is needed.  

Within the multi-party negotiations literature, few scholars (Chasek & Wagner, 2016; Crump, 

2015; Zartman, 1989) emphasize the role of trust in reaching agreement, but they describe 

more human-scale dimensions of it than international relations literature. Crump (2015) only 

briefly touches on trust, noting that relationships between parties are more complex than 

simple power dynamics; they include communication and the degree of “trust [in leaders of a 

negotiation which] can be highly significant to negotiation dynamics” (Crump, 2015; p. 140). 

Zartman argues that trust appears most prominently in the pre-negotiation stage which is 

described as a “…period of transition that enables parties to move from conflicting 

perceptions and behaviors (unilateral attempts at solutions) to co-operative perceptions and 

behaviors” (Zartman, 1989, p. 243). In contrast, Wagner and Chasek (2016) focus on the 

important role that trust played in negotiating the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 

saying that from the start of those negotiations, there was a deficit of trust. “Long-standing 

inequality” bred inherent mistrust between North and South countries (Wagner and Chasek, 

2016, p. 405). Overcoming this required trusted, skilled Chairs to provide leadership 

combined with “stocktaking” of scientific evidence to ensure trusted, credible data and 

information were the basis of negotiations (Wagner and Chasek, 2016 p. 406). In conflict 

resolution, this practice is often referred to as “joint fact-finding” (Ehrmann and Stinson, 

1999 pp. 376-377). Echoing Hoffman’s (2002) argument that trust between parties requires a 

third-party, the absence of trust in negotiating the SDGs (SDG 13 being Climate Action) 

required trust to be built externally, starting with the leadership of third-party Chairs and by 

developing scientifically credible third-party evidence. In the UNFCCC context, respondents 

described trust as emerging from relationships between individual negotiators and among 

groups of negotiators. In contrast to the SDG negotiations, UNFCCC Chairs and facilitators 

helped navigate Parties through negotiations and towards agreement—but trust in their 

leadership was not a substitute for negotiators’ trust in each other (to behave in a cooperative 

way). 

Conflict resolution literature describes trust as resulting from relationship-building. Conflict 

resolution scholars describe the symbiotic nature of relationship-building and 
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sharing/learning information about where the other side is coming from (Ehrmann, 1997; 

Schultz et al. 2018). The conflict resolution dialogue setting contrasts with that of 

intergovernmental negotiations. In a conflict resolution setting, relationship-building and 

sharing information is associated with the dialogue process itself through fostering exchange 

and promoting ‘transformative social learning’ about parties’ interests (Schultz et al. 2018). 

In contrast, conflict resolution scholars argue that a negotiation setting promotes positional 

approaches and over-emphasizes outcomes, perpetuating political power dynamics and 

neglecting the transformative influence of relationship-building and collective learning that 

can occur in a conflict resolution dialogue setting (Saunders 2009 p.377).  

In developing the Policy Dialogue Model, Ehrmann describes “the role of trust or lack 

thereof between individuals…can be significant.” (1997, p. 126). Yet the formation of 

relationships and trust between individuals may be distinct from the degree to which they 

agree with each other (Ehrmann, 1997 p. 126-127). Trust can create pathways to explore a 

substantive issue or idea “because they trust their counterpoint in the process” which may 

contrast with the negotiator’s broader constituent sentiments since their constituents do not 

share that relationship or trust (Ehrmann, 1997 p. 126-127). These observations from the 

Policy Dialogue Model context were also echoed in this study’s results focused on the 

UNFCCC: relationships and trust may evolve among individuals even when the Parties they 

represent lack such relationships and trust. 

2.5.2.2 Political Context and Power 

In terms of the most constraining dynamics, roughly half of respondents saw Political 

Context as most constraining followed by Power; two respondents felt that Political Context 

and Power were equally constraining dynamics. Each of the dynamic’s results is discussed 

separately in turn, then together to explore the relationship between them in the UNFCCC 

context.  

Considering the level of attention that geopolitics and power receive in the literatures of 

international relations (Gilpin, 1996; Mearsheimer, 2001), it was expected that negotiators, 

Chairs, Facilitators, and Secretariat Staff of the UNFCCC would have indicated these 

dynamics as prevalent throughout the negotiations and emphasized their role in terms of 

reaching agreement. This is perhaps due to the differentiated nature of the non-COP 

negotiations where respondents described more informal individual interaction focused on 

understanding the issues and each other’s interests; whereas COP negotiations are more 
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formal state-to-state interactions focused on countries’ positions, especially leading to the 

point where ministers are involved. In order to build relationships, gain each other’s trust, and 

understand parties’ interests in the inter-sessionals, negotiators are less inclined to leverage 

their country’s political standing and power. Yet in the context of high-stakes, final deal-

making negotiations, these dynamics are utilized to reach agreement. Although, as the data 

has shown, this is not always reflective of the broader geopolitical context of power 

distribution. Powerful individual personalities from small, geopolitically weak states can 

wield significant power in the final throes of reaching a COP agreement. 

It was unexpected (although understandable) that the constraining effects of Political Context 

and Power were mainly ascribed to UNFCCC COP42 negotiations as opposed to all UNFCCC 

negotiations (or ‘non-COP negotiations’). COP negotiations are the final negotiation for that 

year and are attended by ministers (and sometimes even heads of state43). 

Power, especially in the context of a negotiation such as the UNFCCC, is an incredibly 

complex dynamic that most likely cannot be fully described or encapsulated beyond the 

macro-level aspects of how it plays out in relation to other negotiation dynamics. There are 

many definitions and theories of power from both international relations and multi-party 

negotiation disciplines. The model and the empirical research did not attempt to develop a 

clear-cut definition of Power in the UNFCCC context. It aimed to explore what Power meant 

to those involved in the negotiations; and whether and how the Power negotiation dynamic 

relates to other dynamics. These relationships are further explored in the next section (2.5.3).  

2.5.2.3 Relationships Between Dynamics  

The data showed that building relationships and trust among negotiators leads to greater 

sharing of data and information about a Party’s interests, position, and domestic political 

context, and thus increased the significance of the Data and Information dynamic. This 

 

42 UNFCCC Conference of the Parties (COP) negotiations happen once annually. Leading up to the annual COP 

negotiations are a series of supporting ‘intersessional negotiations’ which are termed here ‘non-COP 

negotiations’. 

43 For instance, COP-15 in Copenhagen was attended by heads of state. The final negotiated outcome, The 

Copenhagen Accord (FCCC/CP/2009/11/Add.1 30 March 2010), was also negotiated by a subset of heads of 

state (Dimitrov, 2010).  
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sharing of data and information and subsequent relationship- and trust-building enables a 

clearer understanding of potential common ground among Parties—key factors in reaching 

agreement. While these results illustrate a chain of reaction starting with relationships and 

trust among individuals, neither the respondents nor this author are under the illusion that 

relationships and trust alone can lead to agreement in future UNFCCC negotiations or unlock 

all negotiation challenges. Indeed, even if individual relationships and trust led to sharing of 

interests and positions at the UNFCCC Party level, there is still no guarantee that there would 

be common ground upon which to build agreement. If individual negotiators were able to 

build relationships and trust, this may be indicative of an enabling Political Context dynamic, 

otherwise governments would instruct their negotiators to avoid productive negotiations, 

thereby blocking progress. The relationships between the dynamics uncovered in this study 

closely correlate to the social constructivist theory of international relations: that states’ 

interests are informed, created, and transformed through the process of interacting with other 

states in the negotiation process (Wendt, 1992). While social constructivism is still state-

centric, it emphasizes social interaction—again something that occurs at the human-scale 

amongst individuals which may be an overlooked aspect of social constructivist theory.  

This result demonstrates a chain of relationships between those dynamics (and parts therein), 

that help Parties to reach agreement. Figure 4 provides a basic illustration of these 

relationships between dynamics articulated in the results although the author notes that 

Negotiation Dynamic relationships are not linear. 
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Figure 4. Illustrative Negotiation Dynamic Relationships  

 

Figure 4 provides a simplistic illustration of negotiation dynamic relationships that help enable 
agreement, recognizing that these are not typically unidirectional or linear in negotiations. 

In addition to this chain of relationships, results demonstrated Power as a central, cross-

cutting dynamic and revealed several different types and uses of power in the UNFCCC 

context while simultaneously highlighting important relationships and linkages between 

power and all other dimensions of the INDM. Thereby, validating both the existence of those 

other dynamics and providing insights on the relationships between power and other 

negotiation dynamic variables. However, more research is needed to develop a 

comprehensive definition of the Power dynamic and aspects therein to determine whether and 

how that definition changes depending on the multilateral negotiation context. For example, a 

state with significant foreign direct investment or development assistance within other state 

could leverage that power differential to influence another state’s decision to agree to 

something in the UNFCCC context.  

The process of party interaction to establish shared understanding of a problem, a common 

and trusted set of data and information, and the influence this interaction has on parties’ 

interests and identities has been well documented by social constructivists (Checkel, 1998; 

Pettenger, 2013; Wendt, 1992, 1994; Young, 2001). While this dimension of the model and 
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this study’s evidenced-based definition seems to point to those social interactions and 

constructions, that aspect of the model could be further explored through subsequent 

research. Similar to the constraints of the group process dynamic, it is important to recall that 

within an intergovernmental context like the UNFCCC, negotiators, chairs, and facilitators 

are constantly changing. Experienced negotiators, chairs, and facilitators leave, and new ones 

take their place. New replacements often lack fundamental resources available to their 

predecessor: trusted relationships with other Parties, knowledge of available data and 

information, where to access that information, what information to trust, and regime 

information about how the UNFCCC negotiation process works. Therefore, it is important to 

recognize the fluidity of these negotiation dynamics when applying the model descriptively 

or diagnostically to a multilateral negotiation. 

 Contributions to Sustainable Development (SD) Diplomacy 

The concept of SD diplomacy is aimed at positively redefining the problem (e.g., climate 

change) as a Sustainable Development Goal (Moomaw et al. 2017). Moomaw and Papa 

(2012) argue that for climate change, the UNFCCC is “negotiating the wrong treaty” because 

it is problem-centric on air pollution rather than solution-centric around sustainable 

development opportunities. The present author fully subscribes to this argument and idea. 

However, there is a reality of existing institutions and negotiation processes to contend with. 

This paper focused on exploring and understanding the key variables of the UNFCCC 

negotiations in an effort to draw upon those insights to strengthen SD diplomacy, especially 

in contexts where mutual gains may be more challenging to achieve.   

In contributing to SD diplomacy, the results illuminate the role of relationships and trust as a 

critical aspect to consider in developing new approaches to sustainable development (SD 

diplomacy). While SD diplomacy scholars do not focus on trust and relationships explicitly, 

their reframing of sustainable development as a beneficial opportunity (win-win) for 

countries instead of a zero-sum or win-lose prospect helps foster trust and collaboration 

within sustainable development negotiations. This was evidenced by the Paris Agreement 

(United Nations, 2015). Parties to the UNFCCC spent over 20 years negotiating to reach a 

comprehensive agreement (History of the Convention | UNFCCC, n.d.) (comprehensive 
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defined as covering all Parties44; the Kyoto Protocol covered developed countries but omitted 

the United States). In the lead-up to the Paris Agreement, the concept of Intended Nationally-

Determined Contributions (INDCs) was agreed (United Nations, 2015)—this reframed 

Parties’ emissions reductions as voluntary, self-determined, and inclusive of all member 

states (United Nations, 2015). Instead of continuing positional negotiations on which 

countries should contribute, how much, and whether contributions would be legally binding 

or not, Parties reframed the problem of climate change as a goal to spur collective climate 

action. This structural shift in the negotiations reflects a more SD diplomacy-like approach 

(Moomaw et al. 2017), by putting the responsibility on Parties to deliver their own results 

rather than to seek concessions from each other for an outcome. It also set the expectation 

that all Parties would contribute, thereby preventing the distrust that arises from positional 

negotiations about which Parties should contribute what. 

In contrast with SD diplomacy’s mutual gains approach, the Climate Change Convention 

(UNFCCC) was negotiated under the auspices of the United Nations—a forum that includes 

197 countries (Parties | UNFCCC, 2018). Ongoing negotiations about specific parts of the 

Climate Convention (e.g., sectoral approaches, legal status, accounting rules) occur in an 

environment where Parties are already at the table. Parties are negotiating because it is in 

their national interest to do so as UN member states (History of the Convention | UNFCCC, 

n.d.), not because they volunteered for a mutually beneficial solution on climate change in 

cooperation with other Parties. Many Parties and scholars have long viewed the solution to 

the problem of climate change as a threat to their country’s economic development and 

prosperity (Keohane & Oppenheimer, 2016; Stavins, 2011; Wood, 2011). The transition from 

pre-negotiation to negotiation that Zartman (1989) describes does not fully apply to the 

UNFCCC context. Parties have self-interest in participating in the UN process but have not 

necessarily agreed to do so in good faith towards a solution to the problem, if they have 

calculated that climate change is a better outcome than the costs of addressing it (Keohane & 

Oppenheimer, 2016; Wood, 2011). SD diplomacy diagnostics overlook this predicament—

long cited in IR literature—when they call for a mutual gains approach to negotiations—

 

44 It is important to note that the Paris Agreement covered all UNFCCC Parties up until November 2019, when 

the US. Trump Administration began the process of withdrawal. Since the 2020 US election, the Biden 

Administration has recommitted to the Paris Climate Accord.  
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making an assumption that this is always possible to implement or that Parties are negotiating 

in good faith. At the same time, assignment of trust to the pre-negotiation phase and the 

ongoing testing and “reaffirmation” of that transition (Zartman, 1989, p. 243) seems to echo 

this study’s finding that negotiations in the UNFCCC context are cyclical, not purely linear. 

 Conclusion 

The aim in applying this model to the UNFCCC context was to offer an improved 

understanding of the key dynamics of that negotiation. Employing the Policy Dialogue Model 

to the UNFCCC negotiations provided a new perspective on multiple aspects of how 

dynamics in the negotiation relate to one another and to reaching agreement. As this chapter 

has shown, and forthcoming case studies will further explore, the Integrated Negotiation 

Dynamics Model (INDM) provides both descriptive and diagnostic capabilities for improving 

understanding of the dynamics in a negotiation and how those variables interact to support 

agreement.  

Recognizing that IR theory is more about state-to-state relations than particular treaty 

negotiations, and that multi-party negotiation literature is specifically focused on negotiation 

variables, this chapter demonstrates the importance of taking an integrative approach to 

understanding intergovernmental negotiations such as those under the UNFCCC. It is not that 

either of those schools is incorrect in how they interpret intergovernmental negotiations, it is 

that they are incomplete. 

The INDM introduced in this chapter provides a means to examine the nuances of Political 

Context, Negotiation Process, the process by which groups operate (Group Process) and 

communicate (Communication), as well as the underlying influences of Power and the role of 

Data and Information. In this way, the integrated model, originating from the field of conflict 

resolution, aims to offer a synthesis of key dynamics within two mainstream perspectives: IR 

and multi-party negotiation theory. In doing so, it provides new perspectives for 

understanding how the UNFCCC negotiation process works. 

The result is a revised conceptual framework: the Integrated Negotiation Dynamics Model 

(INDM), which is grounded in empirical evidence and applicable to intergovernmental 

negotiations such as the UNFCCC. The study also yielded several lessons for describing the 

negotiation dynamics and for diagnosing challenges in the UNFCCC. For example, the 

INDM provides a way of interpreting complex negotiations through improved understanding 
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of key dynamics and how they relate to one another. This could help UNFCCC chairs, 

facilitators, and negotiators better diagnose and interpret what is happening in the negotiation 

and to adjust their interventions accordingly.  

While there are naturally dominant forces such as Power and Political Context, in 

intergovernmental negotiations such as the UNFCCC, greater understanding and utilization 

of other negotiation dynamics can help to overcome some of the challenges presented by 

Political Context and Power dynamics. This will be explored in greater detail through 

specific case studies. Moreover, drawing upon other negotiation dynamics such as Group 

Process, Communication, and Data and Information can shift the overall process from that of 

a distributive negotiation to an integrative negotiation by identifying more options and 

exploring ways for parties to mutually gain from the negotiated outcome. This improved 

understanding of dynamics and nuances therein contributes to the evolution of SD diplomacy 

approaches by highlighting areas of importance that need to be considered. 

The end result, an Integrated Negotiation Dynamics Model (INDM), is still a work in 

progress and would benefit from broader empirical applications and development. It is 

intended to be both a descriptive and a diagnostic model for examining and better 

understanding the key dynamics of the UNFCCC negotiations. In this research, the model is 

only applied to the context of the UNFCCC. However, it has been designed, at least 

theoretically, to be applicable in other intergovernmental negotiation processes. 

 Areas for Further Research 

Individual leadership including chairing and facilitation of negotiation sessions, permanent 

bodies and negotiating blocs was seen as crucial to enabling progress in the negotiations and 

the ability for parties to reach agreement. There are many different scales within which the 

INDM could be applied and how those different scale applications interact with each other, 

which has the greatest influence in the ability for the UNFCCC negotiation process—and 

comparable processes—to make progress or reach consensus decisions is still unclear. 

Further empirical research would be useful for understanding how the INDM applies within 

and across different scales in the UNFCCC process such as permanent bodies or specific 

negotiating tracks. 
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CHAPTER 3 | ANALYZING THE NEGOTIATION DYNAMICS LEADING 

TO THE PROMINENCE OF FORESTS IN THE PARIS AGREEMENT OF 

THE UNITED NATIONS FRAMEWORK CONVENTION ON CLIMATE 

CHANGE* 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This chapter is based upon the below cited paper which was modified from the original 

publication for the purposes of this thesis in the following ways: 1) the result section was  

elaborated since there were no word count constraints; 2) some wording was edited for 

clarification to the reader and to integrate it as a thesis chapter rather than an independent 

study; and 3) repetition between chapters was minimized, for instance, removing the 

overview of the Policy Dialogue Model across multiple chapters. 

 

Buckley, K., El-Lakany, H., and Arts, B. (2018). Analyzing the Negotiation Dynamics 

Leading to the Prominence of Forests in the Paris Agreement of the UN Framework 

Convention on Climate Change. Journal Of Arbitration And Mediation, 7(1), pp. 95-

127.  
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3  

 Introduction 

Forests, covering nearly one-third of the earth’s terrestrial surface, have always been 

regarded as an essential natural heritage, important for sustaining the livelihoods of billions 

of people, and vital for stabilizing the global environment. They account for almost half the 

terrestrial carbon pool and thus play a significant role in regulating the earth’s climate. 

Tropical forests are particularly important in the global carbon budget because they contain 

as much carbon in their vegetation and soils as temperate and boreal forests combined. Forest 

disturbances—mostly through deforestation—therefore have serious economic, 

environmental and social consequences, including accounting for a significant portion of 

annual global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions (IPCC, 2019). 

Over the last three decades, a variety of international actors attempted to implement, monitor, 

and enforce forest-related agreements aiming at better forest protection and sustainable use of 

forest resources around the globe, but the lack of coordination capacity and mechanisms has 

resulted in a suboptimal system of global forest governance. Hoogeveen and Verkooijen 

(2010) concluded that foremost of the challenges for global forest governance are: 1) 

complexity of issues, inter-linkages, fragmentation and proliferations of arenas; 2) 

complexity of actors, lack of cooperation and coordination; and 3) complexity of instruments 

and lack of implementation. Nevertheless, the debate continued unabated around three 

interrelated focal areas encompassing the system of global forest governance: issues, actors, 

and institutions. 

The last decade of the 20th century witnessed growing interests in curbing deforestation as a 

cost-effective mitigation option for climate change. Curbing deforestation also emerged as a 

potential development opportunity, since it would provide additional financial resources for 

national governments and local communities to invest in health, education, and sustainable 

development (Eliasch, 2008; Lubowski, 2008; Stern, 2007). Ultimately, a framework for 
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reducing emissions from deforestation and degradation (REDD+)45 was adopted in the Paris 

Agreement (United Nations, 2015) under the United Nations Convention on Climate Change 

(UNFCCC) which ,among other things, is arguably one of the most advanced international 

forestry-related agreements.46  

In comparison to other greenhouse gas emitting sectors such as energy, transportation, and 

agriculture, forests and REDD+ featured most prominently in the Paris Agreement. This was 

a result of over eight years of intergovernmental REDD+ negotiations under the UNFCCC 

and a host of supporting REDD+ forums and processes (Roelfsema et al., 2015), which are 

termed in this study as parallel complementary initiatives (PCIs). As the results will show, 

PCIs can be further categorized into early implementation platforms (EIPs) (e.g., the Forest 

Carbon Partnership Facility, UN-REDD Programme, among others) and informal policy 

dialogues (IPDs) (e.g., REDD+ Options Assessment Report consultations).47  

To demonstrate the geo-political, socio-economic, technical, and financial complexities of 

reaching an agreement on REDD+, it is worth noting some of the major topics of negotiation. 

These included (Hufty & Haakenstad, 2011): 1) baseline, or the level of emissions that would 

occur in the absence of a forest carbon policy and that is used as a reference case for 

 

45 The internationally agreed definition of REDD+ is “Reducing emissions from deforestation and forest 

degradation in developing countries; and the role of conservation, sustainable management of forests and 

enhancement of forest carbon stocks in developing countries”. For a short history of the framework see: Den 

Besten, J.W.; Arts, B.J.M. and Verkooijen, P. (2014). The evolution of REDD+: An analysis of discursive-

institutional dynamics. Environmental Science and Policy 35 (1). - p. 40-48. 
46 Article 5 of the Paris Agreement states that “Parties should take action to conserve and enhance as 

appropriate, sinks and reservoirs of GHGs as referred to in Convention Article 4.1(d) including forests;” and, 

“Parties are encouraged to take action to implement and support, including through results-based payments, 

the existing framework as set out in related guidance and decisions already agreed under the Convention for 

policy approaches and positive incentives for activities relating to REDD+, and alternative policy approaches, 

such as joint mitigation and adaptation approaches for the integral and sustainable management of forests, 

while reaffirming the importance of incentivizing, as appropriate, non-carbon benefits associated with such 

approaches”.   

47 Between 2009-2017, the author’s organization of employment, Meridian Institute, conducted 20 consultations 

to inform a set of Options Assessment Reports on REDD+ and other land use related policy topics under the 

UNFCCC. See: https://merid.org/case-study/redd-options-assessments/  
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quantifying mitigation performance; 2) monitoring, reporting, and verification (MRV), 

verifying how much carbon is sequestered and the effective reduction of deforestation); and 

3) scale, the REDD+ mechanism would mainly follow a national or country-driven approach 

but projects would nevertheless be “sub-national”.  

Other topics of negotiation were: 1) Leakage, a situation in which deforestation avoided in 

one area results in deforestation in another, whether within or between countries; 2) 

Additionality, reduction in deforestation should be greater than what would have occurred 

otherwise, without REDD+ in place; 3) Permanence, the maintenance of forests and their 

carbon sequestration capacities over time; 4) Governance, the design of the mechanism at all 

levels, norms-setting procedures, related legal and informal institutional arrangements, and 

interactions between involved state and non-state actors; and 5) Safeguards, or social aspects 

such as conflict over local and community land tenure, Indigenous peoples’ rights, restricted 

access to forest resources, and unfair distribution of carbon revenues. Finally, Funding 

proved to be one of the most contentious issues throughout REDD+ negotiations as the 

annual costs for halving emissions from forests could be in the range of US$7 to $33 billion, 

which tropical forested developing countries would receive for their efforts to reduce 

deforestation (Eliasch, 2008).  

 Objectives, Integrated Negotiation Dynamics Model (INDM), and 

Rationale 

Considering the complexity of addressing the multifaceted nature of reducing emissions from 

deforestation and degradation in light of its prominence in the Paris Agreement, this chapter 

aims to better understand the REDD+ negotiations and supporting REDD+ processes in an 

integrated manner by applying the multidisciplinary INDM introduced in Chapter 2. The 

chapter aims to identify the relative degree to which negotiation dynamics (or variables) 

constrain and enable collective agreements on forests and the REDD+ mechanism. This 

includes identifying relationships between those dynamics (i.e., which variables were more 

constraining or enabling than others, and how certain variables were leveraged to overcome 

challenges in others). The chapter also explores the relationships between intergovernmental 

negotiations on REDD+ under the UNFCCC and PCIs that served to inform and support the 

UNFCCC negotiations. In doing so, it addresses RQ2: How did negotiation factors enable or 
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constrain multi-actor agreements in REDD+ negotiations and supporting multi-stakeholder 

REDD+ processes? 

The chapter uses a multi-modal method, drawing from: survey data; interview data; practitioner 

observations based on the authors’ collective professional and scientific experience with 

UNFCCC processes; relevant UNFCCC negotiation and decision texts as well as stakeholders’ 

views on the negotiations; and from documentation of multi-stakeholder processes on REDD+. 

The chapter again employed the Integrated Negotiation Dynamics Model (INDM) comprised 

of six dynamics: Political Context, Power, Negotiation Process, Group Process, Data and 

Information, and Communication (see Figure 3). 

The INDM provides a systematic and integrated way of understanding main negotiation 

dynamics and the relationships between them, as shown in Chapter 2. The model was 

previously applied in intergovernmental negotiations under the UNFCCC. Therefore, the 

INDM seemed an appropriate model for analyzing the negotiation dynamics involved in the 

process of informing, supporting, and negotiating an agreement on REDD+.  

Since the INDM includes factors that are also prevalent in international relations (e.g., 

politics, power) and international negotiations (e.g., Negotiation Process and Group Process) 

literature, it can provide a synthesized, multidisciplinary perspective to understanding the 

primary dynamics involved in a negotiation context such as that of REDD+. Moreover, the 

model can be used to analyze the relationships between negotiation dynamics, including their 

relative influence as constraining or enabling on the ability to reach agreement. The model 

can also provide insights on whether and how some dynamics can be drawn upon to 

overcome challenges in others. In contrast to leading international relations theories such as 

neoliberalism or neorealism that focus on one or two key variables of state-to-state 

interaction (e.g., balance of power, self-interest), the INDM examines a more diverse range 

of factors. The model was applied to the REDD+ negotiation context to understand those 

dynamics’ relative significance in relation to reaching a negotiated agreement. 

 Methods 

The research employs a multi-modal method, drawing from: an online survey; interview data; 

practitioner observations; relevant UNFCCC negotiation and decision texts on REDD+; and 

documentation of multi-stakeholder REDD+ processes. This chapter represents a second case 
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study in the nested case study approach employed in the thesis overall, as described in 

Chapter 1.  

For the survey, 51 individuals from diverse backgrounds, geographies, roles, and areas of 

expertise were invited to respond to an online survey. These individuals were also intimately 

involved with REDD+ negotiations, parallel complementary initiatives (PCIs), or both. The 

survey was comprised of nine questions, which were a mix of multiple choice, using a 5-

point Likert scale, and open-ended formats. The 5-point Likert scale questions asked 

respondents to rank each dynamic from 1 to 5 in terms of which dynamics were the most 

challenging (1) to reaching agreement; and which dynamics most contributed (1) to reaching 

agreement for reaching agreement on establishing a REDD+ mechanism (COP-16 Cancún) 

and reaching consensus on forests and REDD+ in the Paris Agreement (COP-21). The Likert 

scale survey questions imposed a forced ranking; participants could not indicate that all or 

some negotiation dynamics were equally constraining or enabling. However, each question 

included a comment box and respondents were encouraged to share their perspective and 

experience.  

Respondents were asked to rank the dynamics in both the UNFCCC REDD+ negotiation 

context and in REDD+ processes external to the UNFCCC negotiation context (parallel 

complementary initiatives, or PCIs). While PCIs do not represent negotiations, per se, the 

INDM evolved from a model intended to describe informal policy dialogues, not 

intergovernmental negotiations, and is therefore also applicable to the PCI context.  

Respondents were asked: to indicate their affiliation(s) with the REDD+ informal processes48 

and formal negotiations over the last five years; to provide their views on which negotiation 

dynamics presented the greatest challenge for parties’ ability to reach agreement within 

intergovernmental and multi-stakeholder negotiations; which negotiation dynamics most 

contributed to parties’49 ability to reach agreement within intergovernmental and multi-

 

48 Informal processes referring to multi-stakeholder processes such as FCPF, UN-REDD Programme, and 

informal policy dialogues. The terms ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ were later clarified as ‘intergovernmental’ and 

multi-stakeholder’ since ‘informal-informal’ meetings can also happen within intergovernmental negotiation 

settings.  

49 Here, the term ‘parties’ in lower case refers to both Parties to the UNFCCC negotiating REDD+ and parties to 

non-UNFCCC negotiations and processes on REDD+.  
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stakeholder negotiations to describe the relationships between the dynamics they viewed as 

most dominant; and to indicate the level of import and influence that REDD+ processes had 

on parties’ ability to reach agreement on REDD+ within the formal UNFCCC negotiations. 

The 5-point Likert scale ratings were each assigned a weight (a rank of 1=5 points for most 

constraining to reaching agreement; and a rank of 5=1 point for most enabling to reaching 

agreement). There was also a ‘not applicable’ choice, which was not counted in graphical 

presentation of the results to avoid skewing the box plots and because the answer choice was 

between 1-5 and did not include a ‘0’. However, responses of ‘not applicable’ were 

qualitatively analyzed in conjunction with the respondent’s comments. Responses to the 

Likert scale questions were entered into Excel; weighted accordingly, and plotted on a box 

and whisker graph for the purposes of graphically presenting them (Potter, 2006) since this 

only requires an N=5 (Krzywinski & Altman, 2014). Open-ended responses and comments 

were analyzed individually, within the context of the respondent’s other answers, with the 

aim of collecting additional insights as to their ranking of the negotiation dynamics, whether 

they disagreed with any of the given dynamics or definitions, and to determine any additional 

dynamics the respondent may have identified.  

In addition to the surveys, 60–90-minute semi-structured interviews were conducted with 

three of the most involved people over the course of the eight years of REDD+ negotiations. 

Interviews were conducted via Skype and notes were recorded into Microsoft OneNote. 

Interview respondents each played multiple roles—from UNFCCC Secretariat staff, REDD+ 

negotiation facilitators, PCI participants, and UNFCCC observers, to REDD+ Indigenous 

Peoples representatives. In addition, practitioner observations draw from the author’s 

professional and scientific experiences attending UNFCCC meetings and from observing 

UNFCCC negotiations, REDD+ Partnership meetings, REDD+ side events, and from 

convening and facilitating informal policy dialogues among UNFCCC negotiators (including 

those involved in REDD+), experts, civil society, and multilateral institutions. Practitioner 

observations are identified as such in the results section in order to distinguish them from the 

survey and interview data. 
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 Results 

Of the 51 people invited to participate in the online survey, 12 responded. Although the 

response rate was low50, all respondents volunteered their identity in their survey response, 

which enabled the authors to determine that the 11 respondents were some of the most 

involved in the evolution of REDD+ since its inception. A majority of respondents played 

significant leadership roles within the UNFCCC REDD+ negotiations as negotiators, 

facilitators, or as UNFCCC Secretariat supporting the REDD+ negotiations. All respondents 

were also actively engaged in one or more of the parallel complementary initiatives (PCIs). 

As a result, this group of respondents includes some of the most knowledgeable experts on 

the topic of REDD+ within both the UNFCCC negotiation and PCI contexts. Therefore, 

while this study’s findings are based on a small sample, respondents represent a select group 

of highly experienced climate change negotiators and observers, which is itself more valuable 

than an extensive sample of people who have limited experience, knowledge, and insight 

about the REDD+ negotiations and supporting processes. Additionally, the results draw upon 

the practitioner experiences and observations of the researcher and her collaborator(s)—as 

observers and researchers of the evolution of REDD+ policy and practice, and as 

professionals that contributed to a number of PCIs. 

 Within the UNFCCC REDD+ Negotiation Context 

The results showed that political context, negotiation process, group process, and power have 

been more constraining than other factors such as data and information, and communication 

(see Figure 5 below). While the mean scores across those four dynamics are similar, it is 

worth noting that the majority of respondents indicated that Political Context, in particular, 

ranked as ≥3 out of 5, making its overall ranking the most constraining dynamic within the 

UNFCCC REDD+ negotiation context. Similarly, the majority of respondents converged 

around negotiation process as the second most constraining dynamic. Whereas there is 

 

50 Although it is impossible to know for sure why the response rate was low, it seems likely that a significant 

reason was that this group of individuals involved in REDD+ are in high demand, many of them playing 

multiple roles in their ministries and organizations and doing frequent international travel. Those that responded 

were most integrally involved in the REDD+ negotiations and supporting processes and despite their busy 

schedules, perhaps they saw merit in contributing to research about the REDD+ negotiation process.  
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greater distribution within the group process dynamic, indicating there was less agreement 

among respondents as to how constraining that variable was. In contrast, there was more 

agreement among respondents on data and information being one of the least constraining 

negotiation dynamics within the UNFCCC REDD+ negotiation context. Respondents also 

indicated Communication was less constraining, but with more divergence on its relative 

placement. Overall, it is possible to see a distinction between the top four ranked dynamics, 

and the bottom two, in terms of how constraining each were in this context. 

Figure 5. Constraining Negotiation Dynamics within UNFCCC- Range and Distribution 

 

In addition to the Likert scale questions, respondents were able to elaborate on their rankings 

and provide additional insights on the negotiation dynamics within the UNFCCC REDD+ 

context. One respondent observed that in the lead up to the Paris COP-21 negotiation,  

the biggest issue…was how prominently REDD+ should be in the Paris Agreement. Some 
countries thought implicit references were sufficient while others wanted explicit 
mentions of REDD+/land use/forests…some Parties (donor countries mainly) 
[indicated] that REDD+ was finished and the focus should be on other other issues. 
Others (REDD+ countries) felt that [REDD] was not yet finished and they needed 
REDD+ to be part of the Paris Agreement for political reasons, as a way to justify to 
their domestic constituencies [emphasis added] (Survey Results). 

Other respondents explained that the Political Context around REDD+ was often weighed 

down by various domestic expectations and perceptions around REDD+ financing both 

among donor countries and REDD+ countries (Interview Data). Another respondent that 

identified as scientific expert spoke to the relationship between Political Context and Data 

and Information, saying, “[Political Context] not surprisingly was the most challenging, but 
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that is always the case. As someone who works on trying to make data and information easily 

accessible and transparent, it is disappointing how little data and information is used to 

actually make political deals” (Survey Results). 

In relation to both Negotiation Process and Power, several respondents and interviewees 

mentioned the role of the Coalition for Rainforest Nations (CfRN, an intergovernmental 

organization established by tropic forest countries) as being a significant constraint within the 

REDD+ UNFCCC negotiations (and within the PCI context, discussed below). In particular, 

respondents cited CfRN’s power, its ability to control the REDD+ agenda, and its role in 

setting REDD+ countries’ domestic political orientation to the issues (Survey and Interview 

Data). One interview respondent reflected that the symmetrical power structure within the 

UNFCCC (typically referred to as “one-country, one-vote”51) catalyzed coalition building 

with the aim of creating a more asymmetrical power balance. A “one-country, one-vote 

power struggle led in many ways to the construction of coalitions such as CfRN as a way to 

exercise greater power as a coalition than any one country could exercise alone” (Interview 

Data). This result demonstrates how a shift in the negotiation process including party 

groupings or coalitions and their respective negotiating tactics can influence the overall 

negotiation and in particular, the power dynamics.  

While there was greater divergence among respondents about Group Process’ relative rank as 

a constraining factor, respondents elaborated on some of those Group Process constraints. For 

instance, one respondent cited personality clashes and gaming negotiation tactics that 

“destroyed significant trust…” and “inserted ill-will into the process.” (Survey Results). 

Another explained that the group of REDD+ negotiators had worked together for over a 

decade and therefore knew each other well. Over the course of that decade, some negotiators 

had destroyed their relationships and trustworthiness with the group and as a result, many of 

their interventions, even if a “good proposal or compromise,” were viewed suspiciously and 

often dismissed (Survey Results).  

Figure 6 below illustrates that Group Process and Political Context were the most enabling 

factors. There was a greater range of opinions about how enabling the negotiation process 

 

51 While Parties to the UNFCCC do not ‘vote’ on decisions, under the United Nations framework, the power 

structure was referred to as symmetrical in comparison with ‘real world’ power outside of the UNFCCC.  
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dynamic was, but the mean followed closely behind Group Process and Political Context. It 

is also worth noting that in Figure 6, there was significant divergence on the relative 

importance of 5 out of 6 factors, with a high degree of convergence on the placement of 

power in relation to the other negotiation dynamics. 

Figure 6. Enabling Negotiation Dynamics within UNFCCC- Range and Distribution 

 

Respondents also elaborated on some of the enabling elements of certain negotiation 

dynamics. Many survey and interview respondents underscored the Group Process elements 

of the role of the REDD+ chairs and facilitators to guide, push, and pull parties to reach 

consensus (Interview and Survey Results). Others reflected that despite a few challenging 

individual personalities, the stable base of negotiators kept REDD+ on track over the years, 

due to the relationships built over time—“one of the main benefits of good interpersonal 

relations and trust was that it allowed the process to move more quickly” (Survey Results). 

This also contributed to REDD+ negotiators’ familiarity with other aspects of the negotiation 

such as the various domestic Political Contexts and also their understanding of relevant 

REDD+ policy and technical Data and Information (Survey Results). As a partial explanation 

for the Data and Information negotiation dynamic’s ascent as enabling within the PCI 

context, several interviewees observed that the availability and credibility of data and 

information on REDD+ from various PCI and IPD forums led respondents to rank it as less 

constraining and more enabling vis-à-vis the other negotiation dynamics. One survey 

respondent observed,  

By the time the negotiations were closer to Paris, the data and information available 
to make an informed decision about REDD was already there for negotiators to have a 
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clearer idea of what they wanted to achieve. A sign of that is the large number of 
countries including forests within their INDCs [Intended Nationally Determined 
Contributions]52 (Survey Results). 

Several other respondents elaborated on the complexity of the Political Context dimension 

and provided observations that elements of Political Context served as a strong motivating 

factor for reaching agreement. For example, “the high level political profiling of REDD+ at 

several COPs served as a strong incentive for the negotiators to succeed in reaching an 

agreement” combined with “a significant desire to see the negotiations advance with all 

parties making commitments, which contributed to REDD+ being seen as a key part of that 

equation” (Survey Results). 

The ability for REDD+ to create its own unique negotiation dyanmics compared to most 

other negotiation tracks in the UNFCCC was both an anomaly and a critical aspect of parties’ 

ability to reach agreement on it. In the words of one respondent, “it was in a way remarkable 

that REDD+ made the amount of progress it did even during COP-15 when talk about 

mitigation in developing countries [Political Context] was a no-go in almost all other 

negotiation rooms” (Survey Results). As another respondent observed, this was in part 

because REDD+ was negotiated “by a group of negotiators that focused on a specific topic 

which seemed to separate from the bigger picture negotiations” (Survey Results). Even 

though the Political Context for REDD+ was constraining for reaching an agreement, there 

were other enabling negotiation dynamics that allowed the REDD+ Political Context to 

diverge from that of the broader UNFCCC negotiations. 

Comparing negotiation dynamics between Figures 5 and 6, Group Process was more enabling 

than constraining. Overall compared to other negotiation dynamics, Group Process was most 

enabling factor to parties’ ability to reach agreement. Negotiation Process and Political 

Context were slightly more constraining than enabling, and respondents converged more on 

 

52 Intended Nationally Determined Contributions (INDCs) were part of the UNFCCC COP 20 Decision and 

refer to “common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities, in light of different national 

circumstances” and that INDCs represent additional national efforts to meet the objective of the Convention as 

outlined in Article 2 (See: FCCC/CP/2014/10/Add.1). Also see UNFCCC Article 2: “The ultimate objective of 

this Convention and any related legal instruments…is to achieve…stabilization of greenhouse gas 

concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the 

climate system.” UNFCCC, Article 2, p. 4). 
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the constraining than on the enabling side of both factors. The mean scores for Power were 

equally constraining and enabling, whereas Data and Information were more enabling than 

constraining for reaching agreement. Communication was both least constraining and least 

enabling as a negotiation dynamic within the UNFCCC REDD+ context. As a partial 

explanation for this result, one interviewee reflected that “negotiators had a lot of 

communication vehicles… [including] opportunities to mingle, have bilaterals, and group 

discussions. [Communication]…was so pervasive…that it was taken for granted” (Interview 

Data).  

 Processes Outside of the UNFCCC REDD+ Negotiation Context 

This section describes the most constraining and enabling negotiation dynamics in REDD+ 

related processes outside of the UNFCCC REDD+ context (e.g., UN-REDD Programme, 

Forest Carbon Partnership Facility, among others). Recall that while REDD+ processes 

outside of the UNFCCC context were not reaching international negotiated legal text, they 

were still discussing and negotiating around early implementation of REDD+ pilots, projects, 

accounting and reporting requirements, safeguards, and financing—all of which served to 

advance REDD+ implementation in-country and to inform the REDD+ international policy 

negotiations. 

Figure 7 shows that overall, there were higher degrees of convergence among respondents, 

with the exception of negotiation process. Political context, indicated by all respondents as 

≥3, was the most constraining dynamic, followed by power. In contrast, there were similar 

mean scores for negotiation process, group process, data and information, and 

communication. 
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Figure 7. Constraining Negotiation Dynamics in REDD+ processes outside the 
UNFCCC- Range and Distribution 

 

The survey comments provided additional insights into the ranking results. In relation to 

Political Context, one REDD+ country respondent explained that the biggest constraint was 

national contexts, specifically their lack of capacity to follow REDD+ in various forums and 

changes in REDD+ country governments and within their national REDD+ teams (Survey 

Results). In relation to the constraining nature of the Power dynamic, one respondent 

reflected that in PCI processes, “the traditional donor-recipient dynamic and power 

imbalance was more common” than in the UNFCCC (Survey Results).  

On the constraining nature of Political Context and Power, one respondent observed, 

“negotiators representing donor countries…were under political pressure from NGOs to 

increase demands [for reducing deforestation]. In some cases, donors and international NGOs 

could use [the Political Context in PCIs] to press for things that were impossible to achieve in 

the UNFCCC process” (Survey Results). Another interview respondent reflected that donor 

countries had a lot of money and power and utilized PCIs as opportunities to articulate their 

expectations of REDD+ countries without fully understanding their domestic political 

contexts and challenges playing out among “actors on the ground” (Interview Data). Several 

survey respondents observed that CfRN translated the same negotiating tactics they used in 

the UNFCCC REDD+ context into PCI forums, which caused constraints within several 

negotiation dynamics. As one respondent described, “CfRN used their power and disruptive 

negotiating tactics to try to direct resources to coalition members” which “only created 
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distrust, frustration, and delayed decision-making within [the] UN-REDD Programme and 

REDD+ Partnership” (Survey Results). 

A couple interviewees distinguished between constraining dynamics in different PCIs. One 

person observed the same participants attending different PCI meetings in succession would 

approach them with completely different negotiation tactics. In FCPF, one respondent 

observed, participants would be more collaborative and interest-based. In other forums such 

as UN-REDD Programme, the same participants would switch to more positional negotiating 

tactics, which dramatically changed the Political Context and Power balance by focusing 

discussion on contentious issues such as finance. Participants also shifted the balance of 

power from leading REDD+ countries (in the FCPF) to all potential REDD+ countries by 

reflecting the views of the political coalitions that existed under the UNFCCC (Interview 

Data). 

As shown in Figure 8, it is evident that Group Process was the most enabling negotiation 

dynamic in REDD+ processes outside of the UNFCCC, with most respondents selecting it as 

≥3. Data and Information ranked second and, compared to its relative insignificance within 

the UNFCCC REDD+ negotiation context, one can conclude that Data and Information was 

much more important as an enabling dynamic in REDD+ processes outside the UNFCCC 

negotiation context than inside the REDD+ UNFCCC negotiations.  

Negotiation Process was the least enabling for reaching agreement within those REDD+ 

processes (the majority choosing values ≤2), with some respondents indicating in their 

comments that the negotiation process dynamic was less relevant in processes outside of the 

intergovernmental REDD+ negotiations, which were, by nature, more technical discussions 

than political negotiations. Compared with Figure 4, Political Context and Power were more 

constraining than enabling in REDD+ processes outside the UNFCCC. 
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Figure 8. Enabling Negotiation Dynamics in REDD+ processes outside the UNFCCC - 
Range and Distribution 

 

In addition to the rankings, many respondents provided supplementary comments describing 

the dynamics outside of the UNFCCC REDD+ context and on the roles of external REDD+ 

processes (PCIs and IPDs). As a partial explanation for why Group Process was considered 

most enabling within the PCI context, a couple of respondents indicated that “overall, 

personal relationships amongst the players built during non-negotiation events and activities 

[PCIs] contributed to overcoming challenges” (Survey Results) and that the PCIs “had a 

virtue of mingling and mixing of the factions that allowed countries to engage in different 

ways and in mini-coalitions” (Interview Data). In relation to Data and Information, a couple 

respondents also indicated that PCIs provided information about early implementation of 

REDD+ (Interview Data) and “gave the REDD+ countries first-hand experience in what they 

were signing up [for] and how difficult it could be” (Survey Results).  

Several survey respondents and interviewees also referred to PCIs as creating “communities 

of practice” (further explored in the section on roles of PCIs) for REDD+ which contributed 

in particular to relationship- and trust-building (Group Process) and the exchange and 

exploration of data and information (Survey Results and Interview Data). 

 Degree to which Parallel Complementary Initiatives were Important and 

Influential for the REDD+ Negotiations under the UNFCCC 

Survey respondents were also asked to indicate the degree to which PCIs were important and 

influential to parties’ ability to reach agreement on REDD+ within the UNFCCC 
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negotiations. Half of respondents indicated PCIs were very important and influential, and the 

other half thought PCIs were somewhat important and influential. No respondent indicated 

that PCIs were not important nor influential, meaning that all of the respondents indicated 

PCIs were either very or somewhat important and influential to parties’ ability to reach 

agreement within the UNFCCC negotiations (Survey Results).  

Overall, on the role of PCIs in relation to the formal REDD+ negotiations, one respondent 

stated, “REDD+ was not growing out of a single forum. It was negotiated in a multiplicity of 

forums” (Interview Data). Others highlighted that PCIs “facilitate[d] communication and 

access to credible information/data” (Survey Results). Several other respondents went further 

to reference and describe these initiatives as creating “communities of practice” (Survey 

Results), noting that those that participated in PCIs—the REDD+ country focal points, were 

often also the REDD+ UNFCCC negotiator. “As such they were also involved in other 

processes (FCPF, UN-REDD, REDD+ Partnership) and had therefore developed a 

community of practice that enabled them to trust each other and have a common language” 

(Survey Results). Another respondent described several negotiation dynamics within the PCI 

context and how those PCI dynamics contributed to the UNFCCC REDD+ negotiation 

context, as follows:  

While support provided by the multilateral initiatives [PCIs] can be criticized… 
[Political Context] would have been even worse if everything came directly from the 
donor countries… [PCIs] provided a…coherent framework and a platform for discussion 
among countries, which to a large degree were represented in participant 
committee/policy boards by their REDD+ negotiators….this also helped form [a more] 
united group of REDD+ negotiators [Group Process]—something that other UNFCCC 
negotiating tracks lack. The ability to have so much dialogue [Communication] was very 
helpful. [Participants] still had different views but at least there was good understanding 
of those different views [Negotiation Process] and this meant negotiators did not come 
unprepared to negotiations, but already had…a picture of a possible solution (Interview 
Data).  

Comments in the survey and interview results also provided a greater articulation of the 

nuance within the broad spectrum of PCIs. The first sub-category was referred to by several 

respondents as “early implementation platforms (EIPs) of an international agreement” 

(Interview Data). EIPs include the Forest Carbon Partnership Facility, UN-REDD 
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Programme, and the Forest Investment Program (FIP)53 (Interview Data). EIPs were “not 

informal negotiations but de facto, they were informal negotiation spaces” (Interview Data) 

and they challenged participants to translate the high-level discussions on REDD+ in the 

UNFCCC into something that was operational in order to “reality test” those ideas in practice 

(Interview Data). Another interview respondent who played many different roles throughout 

the evolution of REDD+ observed that one of the most unique aspects of the relationship 

between EIPs and the formal REDD+ negotiations was that EIPs provided early and ongoing 

in-country pilot demonstrations which, in turn, helped to inform multlateral regulations and 

create a global “umbrella” in order for pilots to have global impact (Interview Data). This 

observation helps to explain why Data and Information ranked the highest as an enabling 

dynamic within the PCI context.  

The second sub-category of PCI respondents identified in the qualitative survey responses 

and interviews was informal policy dialogues (IPDs; in some cases called multi-stakeholder 

dialogues or processes) (Susskind et al., 2003). This was already known by the authors as a 

process-type, but the interviews served to further define it vis-à-vis other REDD+ processes. 

IPDs differed from early implementation platforms (EIPs) and multi-stakeholder dialogues in 

that they provided a space for REDD+ negotiators to meet informally in their personal, 

unofficial capacities. The IPD context was reported to enhance the relationship and trust 

elements of the Group Process dynamic; IPDs also enabled more open communication about 

a party’s interests (reflecting the Communication and Negotiation Process dynamics). Since 

in the REDD+ context, IPDs did not often involve “a range of interest group representatives” 

(Susskind et al., 2003) they are considered distinct from multi-stakeholder dialogues (MSDs).  

The study revealed several important distinctions between EIPs and IPDs. First, IPDs were 

not an institutionalized or long-term process (Practitioner Observations). They were 

temporary processes aimed at exploring a specific topic or set of questions that were 

 

53 The Forest Investment Program (FIP) “supports developing countries’ efforts to reduce deforestation and 

forest degradation (REDD) and promotes sustainable forest management that leads to emission reductions and 

the protection of carbon reservoirs. It achieves this by providing scaled-up financing to developing countries for 

readiness reforms and public and private investments, identified through national REDD readiness or equivalent 

strategies". See: https://climatefundsupdate.org/the-funds/forest-investment-program/  
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particularly salient and timely in relation to the REDD+ negotiations under the UNFCCC 

(Practitioner Observations). Second, IPDs focused on: 

conceputal clarity and robustness by facilitating “thorough, open discussion…on the 
nuance of issues, which was more profound than any of the discussions within [the EIPs]. 
The…consideration of those options was critical for the negotiations to at least 
understand the caveats of what they [parties] were opting for (Interview Data).  

Third, participants engaged in their personal, individual capacities, not in their official 

government or negotiator roles, which lessened the constraining effects of Political Context 

and Power dynamics seen in EIPs and the UNFCCC negotiation setting. Further, dialogues 

were conducted under the Chatham House rule: “participants are free to use the information 

received, but neither the identity nor the affiliation of the speaker(s), nor that of any other 

participant, may be revealed” (Chatham House, n.d.). 

On PCIs’ importance and influence in relation to the UNFCCC REDD+ negotiations, several 

respondents made the distinction that the PCIs themselves were not influential to the 

negotiations per se. REDD+ negotiators were often the REDD+ focal point for their country 

that participated in EIPs and IPDs, and these processes served to convene, support, and 

inform the parties that were negotiating (Survey and Interview Data). PCIs provided 

opportunities for formal parties (i.e., countries via their negotiators) to better understand 

different views which, in turn, helped negotiators better prepare for the negotiations and in 

some cases begin to think about potential compromise solutions that would help parties reach 

consensus54 (Survey and Interview Data). In addition, the fact that many of the same 

individuals were involved in the REDD+ negotiations as in the PCIs created a community of 

practice which fostered relationship- and trust- building, the development of a “common 

language” (Survey Data), and south-south collaboration among countries (Interview Data). 

One interview respondent, an Indigenous Peoples’ organization representative, described 

PCIs as providing opportunities  

…to approach [REDD+] negotiators and facilitators outside of the negotiations and to 
share our ideas and proposals and, in contrast to more formal forums like the UNFCCC 

 

54 Note that the rules of procedure for the UNFCCC, drafted in 1996, have not been adopted. They remain as 

bracketed draft text under Rule 42 of the Convention. However, UNFCCC decisions have been made, de facto, 

by consensus among the parties.  
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negotiations where countries did not want to listen to Indigenous Peoples, PCIs provided 
a forum for all participants to “learn how to communicate, to listen to each other, and 
respect each other, even when we were in disagreement with each other (Interview Data).  

In the same vein, another respondent underscored that “interpersonal relations built on shared 

experiences from other fora and a common dedication to forest issues did help overcome the 

overall atmosphere of mistrust and frustration that could be found in the UNFCCC 

negotiations” (Survey Data). Both of these observations about the value of PCIs in providing 

opportunities and the enabling conditions for participants to build relations and trust 

reinforces the ranking results that Group Process was the most enabling dynamic in REDD+ 

processes outside the UNFCCC. While it is clear from the rankings results that the 

negotiation dynamics differed between the UNFCCC REDD+ negotiation context and the 

PCIs, the qualitative data also indicates that they influenced each other.  

Despite the ranking result that Political Context was most contraining in the PCI context, 

several respondents cited the value of PCIs keeping REDD+ high on the international 

political agenda by demonstrating commitment to action even while the UNFCCC 

negotiations were ongoing. 

 Relationships between Negotiation Dynamics 

In addition to the Likert scale questions, respondents were asked to share their observations 

about the relationships between the negotiation dynamics, and in particular, whether they 

observed some negotiation dyanmics being leveraged to help overcome challenges in other 

dyamics. Some of the observed negotiation dynamic relationships are articulated in this 

quote: 

…the relative degree of challenge for each of these variables varied over the course of 
the negotiations, depending on the particular issue(s) being addressed within the REDD 
negotiations and the quality and contentiousness of the negotiations on 'big ticket items'. 
(e.g., in one session, it may be a combination of country positions and group power 
dynamics that were most difficult to overcome, in another session it was a breakdown in 
trust [Group Process] that hindered progress or prevented consensus. On some 
occasions, it was the physical environment (wrong size of room) [Negotiation Process] 
that was the challenge (Survey Results).  

In another example, one respondent observed that among the negotiators, their trust and 

willingness to work together as a group (Group Process) allowed them to manage a constant 

challenge of “limited negotiating time…” (Negotiation Process) which “…was often 
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overcome by negotiators’ willingness to work outside of the scheduled UNFCCC hours” and 

motivated by negotiators’ expectation that agreement could be found (Survey Results). 

Several respondents cited elements within the Negotiation Process dynamic as being 

leveraged to overcome challenges. In particular, several respondents underscored as a key 

factor the importance of how the negotiation process was designed, managed, and facilitated. 

Others cited the relationship between the design and facilitation (Negotiation Process) and 

the trust and relationship aspects (Group Process)—noting that “the role of the REDD+ 

negotiation facilitators and the trust they had earned, was often leveraged to overcome 

challenges, as were the relationships between facilitators and the negotiators and the 

UNFCCC Secretariat” (Survey Results). Others described the relationships and 

trustworthiness of a chair or facilitator as providing them power to manage the negotiations 

and negotiators in a way that drove parties towards agreement (Survey Results).  

Another respondent highlighted the relationship between Political Context and Data and 

Information. According to the respondent, REDD+ negotiators were “well informed by 

experiences of REDD+ on the ground,” (Survey Data) which also points to the relationship 

between the UNFCCC REDD+ negotiation context and that of parallel complementary 

initiatives (PCIs). The respondent noted that REDD+ negotiators’ awareness of experiences 

of REDD+ on the ground provided opportunities for REDD+ to be piloted in key countries, 

thereby affecting those countries’ experience and perceptions of REDD+ (Political Context). 

Negotiators’ experience with REDD+ on the ground also provided valuable information 

about REDD+ implementation that could be used to inform further policy development. This 

observation points to both a relationship between dynamics (Data and Information and 

Political Context) but also to the relationship between the UNFCCC REDD+ negotiation and 

PCIs.  

The results of the study confirm the complexity of intergovernmental and multi-party 

negotiations and processes; however, they also provide valuable insights into how a specific 

set of negotiation dynamics factored into the REDD+ negotiations and supporting REDD+ 

processes. The survey and interview data also illustrated the relationships between those 

dynamics—not only in terms of their relative constraining/enabling nature, but also in terms 

of evidence (albeit anectdotal) from REDD+ negotiators and facilitators that certain 

negotiation dynamics could be drawn upon to overcome challenges in others. The results also 
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document the nuanced nature by which a host of supporting parallel initiatives (PCIs) 

informed and contributed to the formal REDD+ negotiations under the UNFCCC.  

 Discussion 

 Most Constraining and Enabling Negotiation Dynamics 

The most constraining factor in both negotiation contexts (inside and outside the UNFCCC) 

was Political Context and the most enabling one was Group Process. This is interesting to 

note, because the much of the international relations literature (neorealists and neoliberals, in 

particular) would generally suggest that the intergovernmental negotiation context is highly 

politicized, and thus dependent on domestic politics, concerns about self-help, absolute and 

relative gains, and global geopolitical circumstances (Giddens, 2009; Powell et al., 1994; 

Terhalle & Depledge, 2013; Waltz, 1979). Whereas the present finding that Group Process 

was enabling seems to align with social constructivist arguments that their interests are 

constructed through interaction (Pettenger, 2013; Wendt, 1992). 

Yet, both dynamics were found to be equally applicable to both contexts: Group Process can 

as much enable intergovernmental negotiations as Political Context can constrain parallel 

complementary initiatives (PCIs). Yet, both contexts also show differences. Comparing both, 

one can conclude that ‘inside REDD+ UNFCCC’ negotiations were constrained by 

Negotiation Process, which was less the case for parallel complementary initiatives. PCIs 

were positively influenced by the availability of data and information, which was not a 

crucial factor for the UNFCCC REDD+ negotiations.  

The finding that Political Context ranked highly as a constraining negotiation dynamic seems 

to align with the neorealist assertion that the political context of climate change is influenced 

by ‘great-power politics’ (Terhalle & Depledge, 2013) and concerns around relative-gains 

playing out at both domestic and global levels, particularly as it relates to climate finance 

(Purdon, 2014). 

While financing for REDD+ was identified by many respondents as one of the most 

challenging topics under negotiation overall, and often the most contentious topic from a 

political context standpoint, one could also argue that the REDD+ mechanism has mobilized 



  

97 

 

significant financing in comparison to financial support for mitigation in other sectors.55 

Perhaps equally important for balancing the real and potential challenges of great-power 

politics and relative-gains concerns was parties’ ability to self-determine their mitigation 

contributions through REDD+, if applicable, but more broadly through their Intended 

Nationally-Determined Contributions (INDCs).56  

As far as the formal REDD+ negotiations are concerned, the results also show a distinction—

within the Integrated Negotiation Dynamics Model (INDM)—between the three main 

dynamics which were ranked high by respondents (namely, Political Context, Negotiation 

Process and Group Process) and the three cross-cutting, underlying dynamics which were 

ranked relatively lower (namely Power, Data and Information, and Communications). This 

reinforces the model’s overall structure and the notion that, in contrast to many leading 

international relations theories, no one or two dynamics (e.g., anarchy; power; absolute or 

relative gains; discourse) dominated the REDD+ negotiation process and outcome. 

The findings also empirically reinforce some leading international negotiation theoretical 

paradigms that outline similar sets of variables common to negotiations. For example, 

Zartman (1988) outlined that there is a general sense, across a range of disciplines, about the 

types of variables in a negotiation: process, timing, power, personality, negotiation tactics. 

Similarly, Crump combined aspects of both negotiation and international negotiation theory 

to deliver a five-part analytical framework as a descriptive lens for interpreting the key 

variables of negotiation analysis which includes: application to multiparty negotiations; 

negotiation context; structural and relational analysis (relationships, especially related to 

 

55 A report by the Informal Working Group on Interim Finance for Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and 

Forest Degradation (IWG-IFR) estimated a 25% reduction in deforestation could be achieved with a financial 

commitment of 15-20 billion Euros (US$22-29 billion) by 2015. 

56 Intended Nationally Determined Contributions (INDCs) were part of the UNFCCC COP 20 Decision and 

refer to “common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities, in light of different national 

circumstances” and that INDCs represent additional national efforts to meet the objective of the Convention as 

outlined in Article 2. See FCCC/CP/2014/10/Add.1. Also see UNFCCC Article 2: “The ultimate objective of 

this Convention and any related legal instruments…is to achieve…stabilization of greenhouse gas 

concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the 

climate system.” (UNFCCC, Article 2, p. 4). 
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power); communication patterns; relationships, rapport, and trust between parties (Crump, 

2015). 

The INDM reflects variables similar (if differently organized) to those identified by Zartman 

(1988) and Crump (2015), but as this study shows, survey and interview data also provided 

insights on the relationships between those negotiation dynamics—something identified as a 

significant gap in understanding (Crump, 2015). These insights demonstrated how enabling 

dynamics were drawn upon to overcome constraints in other dynamics. These results go 

beyond descriptions of the negotiation dynamics to provide diagnostic information about how 

to overcome challenges to reaching agreement in multi-actor negotiations.  

Within the parallel complementary initiatives (PCIs), though, one crosscutting dynamic was 

put at the forefront by a majority of respondents, as most enabling: Data and Information. 

This confirms the idea often expressed in the literature that parallel negotiations outside the 

intergovernmental context are more about technical deliberations and less about political 

decision-making (Susskind et al., 1996, 2003). 

 Roles and Subcategories of PCIs 

It was clear from both the survey results and interviews that PCIs played important roles—in 

particular, the early implementation platforms (EIPs) provided technical guidance and early 

financing for piloting and implementing REDD+ on the ground; served as forums for 

REDD+ negotiators, experts, and stakeholders to engage, communicate, and build 

relationships and trust; thereby catalyzing REDD+ communities of practice. While some EIP-

related literature (Dooley et al., 2011; Griffiths & Martone, 2009) critiques these initiatives 

and their institutions, the diverse respondents and informants for this case study generally 

described EIPs as adding significant value to informing the technical and policy aspects of 

REDD+, but also for facilitating multi-stakeholder communication.  

Informal policy dialogues (IPDs) emerged as a distinct sub-category process under parallel 

complementary initiatives (PCIs). IPDs most closely relate to other well-documented 

processes in the literature such as parallel informal negotiations (PINs) (L. Susskind, Chayes, 

and Martinez 1996) and multi-stakeholder dialogues (MSDs) (Susskind et al., 2003). The 

results of this study show that the objectives for IPDs were to generate off-the-record 

discussion and assessments of technical or policy options and to explore topics and questions 

that were timely and salient to the ongoing REDD+ negotiations. IPDs also yielded the 
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secondary benefit of allowing individuals (who were often also REDD+ negotiators under the 

UNFCCC) to build relationships, trust, and to share information such as interests behind their 

negotiation positions or aspects of their domestic Political Context.  

In addition, the results showed that EIPs and IPDs did not influence (nor aim to influence) the 

REDD+ UNFCCC negotiations directly. However, through the process of engaging REDD+ 

negotiators and focal points and by providing opportunities for those negotiators to become 

more informed about technical or policy issues, options, and implications, they indirectly 

influenced the formal REDD+ negotiation process. In some cases, this catalyzed or 

contributed to “building consensus” (Susskind et al., 2003) in the formal REDD+ 

negotiations, although that was not the objective of EIPs or IPDs.  

EIPs and IPDs (two types of parallel complementary initiatives [PCIs]) also served to support 

and inform those involved in the REDD+ negotiations. As this paper has demonstrated, these 

PCIs supported and informed actors and processes, and thereby had influence, albeit 

indirectly, on the UNFCCC REDD+ negotiations. PCIs were initiated with substantial 

bilateral and multilateral funding and implemented concurrently with the formal negotiation 

processes over eight years, well before an international agreement on REDD+ was reached. 

 Power 

While Power57 was only one negotiation dynamic, the study’s results seem to warrant 

additional exploration in relation to (some of) the international relations and international 

negotiation literature, since power is a main focal point for both disciplines. As Zartman and 

Rubin point out, there are two interpretations about Power’s role in enabling parties to reach 

agreement: 1) that power symmetry among parties leads to mutually beneficial negotiated 

outcomes; and 2) that power asymmetry among parties enables a more efficient and effective 

agreement (Zartman and Rubin 2000: p.5). Within the field of international relations, 

neorealist scholars (Mearsheimer, 2001; Waltz, 1979) argue that states are chiefly concerned 

with the pursuit of their national security and interests in an intergovernmental negotiation 

context (i.e., not with achieving a mutually beneficial outcome) and that the exercise of 

geopolitical power is an effective way of doing this (Mearsheimer, 2001).  

 

57 The term “Power” capitalized refers to the negotiation dynamic from the model whereas the lowercase 

“power” refers generically to the term as it is discussed in the literature.  



  

100 

 

Based upon power’s prominence across the dominant literature, it was somewhat unexpected 

to see the results show that Power was not as significant of a dynamic within the UNFCCC 

REDD+ negotiation context as one might expect. Survey and interview respondents saw 

Power as more constraining in the PCI context. The finding that some individuals 

participating in both the REDD+ UNFCCC negotiations and PCI contexts dramatically 

switched negotiating tactics to change the balance of Power within the PCI context must have 

eroded individuals’ ability to trust each other in both contexts.   

Within the UNFCCC REDD+ context, it is worth noting that the survey data showed a high 

degree of agreement among respondents that Power ranked right in the middle of the Likert 

scale in terms of being both constraining and enabling to parties’ ability to reach agreement. 

This finding seems to indicate that Power is, at least in some cases such as in the REDD+ 

context, not as significant a dynamic as neorealists would claim. 

As the results demonstrated, there were different perceptions of Power within the UNFCCC 

REDD+ negotiation context where it was one country, one “vote” which helped to “level the 

playing field” (Zartman and Rubin 2000: p.22) and within PCI contexts where more 

traditional geopolitical Power asymmetries arose. Within the UNFCCC REDD+ context, 

some respondents also cited examples of countries forming coalitions (e.g., the Coalition for 

Rainforest Nations, or CfRN). This had the effect of shifting the Power balance from 

individual party Power to collective coalition Power. Yet, surveys of and interviews with the 

foremost REDD+ negotiators, facilitators, and experts as part of this chapter found that 

Power was neither the most constraining nor enabling dynamic in relation to parties’ ability 

to reach agreement to accord REDD+ such a prominent position in the Paris Agreement. As 

an enabling factor to reaching agreement, there was significant agreement among respondents 

that Power ranked behind Group Process, Political Context, and Negotiation Process. This 

would seem to contradict a prevalent theme in international- negotiation and relations 

literature that Power—symmetrical or otherwise—is the most important factor in reaching an 

international agreement. 

 Conclusions 

The findings of this chapter show that the international negotiation dynamics for REDD+, 

both within and outside the UNFCCC context, were multi-faceted. The UNFCCC REDD+ 

negotiations and parallel complementary initiatives on REDD+ were shaped by a multitude 
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of factors that cannot be reduced to single overarching ones such as power (as 

neoconservatives would suggest), rules (institutionalists) or communicative interaction 

(constructivists). As such, the theory behind the INDM model—that all of these negotiation 

dynamics play significant roles in both the international negotiation context of REDD+ as 

well as the parallel complementary initiatives (PCIs) of REDD+ —has been reinforced by the 

data collected. This echoes the factors described in negotiation literature but stands in 

contrast with much of the international relations literature. 

Particularly crucial for both REDD+ contexts (inside and outside the UNFCCC) were 

Political Context (more constraining than enabling), Group Process (more enabling than 

constraining) and—to a lesser extent—Power (more constraining than enabling). The results 

also showed that the various negotiation dynamics are interrelated, and a blockage in one 

could be accommodated by an opening in another. Elements of Group Process, in particular, 

were cited by a number of respondents as helpful for overcoming challenges within the 

Negotiation Process, Political Context, and Power dynamics, which may be a helpful 

consideration for addressing challenges in other intergovernmental negotiation contexts.  

All respondents considered the PCIs important and influential for reaching agreement on 

REDD+ within the UNFCC climate negotiations. In particular, Data and Information was 

considered an enabling factor within the PCI context. Without these parallel processes to 

“reality test” REDD+ policy concepts on the ground, there would not have been so much 

experience to inform the ongoing REDD+ policy negotiations. In addition, the fact that 

REDD+ negotiators and country focal points participated in various PCI forums provided 

numerous opportunities to: 1) communicate with other negotiators and experts; 2) build 

relationships and trust over time; 3) understand the pros and cons of different technical and 

policy options; and 4) improve understanding of countries’ interests and negotiating 

positions. All of these opportunities available through PCIs served to inform those 

individuals as they represented their countries’ interests in the formal REDD+ UNFCCC 

negotiations. Without these opportunities, an agreement on REDD+ may not have occurred. 

This finding can help inform SD diplomacy in that it underscores the importance of 

understanding how parallel processes working towards the same sustainable development 

objective can be mutually reinforcing, as was the case between REDD+ and REDD+ EIPs. 

As the surveys, interviews, and practitioner observations show, a number of factors combined 

to lead to an agreement on a REDD+ mechanism and to the prominence of forests and 
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REDD+ in the Paris Agreement. Firstly, significant finance and impetus came from donor 

countries, particularly Norway, as the “champion” of forests. Results-based finance 

significantly altered the global political context and tropical forested countries’ domestic 

political contexts in relation to forest protection. While the Political Context for REDD+ was 

considered most constraining to reaching agreement, without significant financing 

committed, global and domestic political contexts would not have been likely to align enough 

to make REDD+ possible. Secondly, finance from donor countries also catalyzed and 

supported the proliferation of REDD+ PCIs. As the results showed, PCIs created 

communities of practice and continuous opportunities for interaction both among REDD+ 

negotiators but also between those negotiators and other stakeholders such as Indigenous 

Peoples Organizations and NGO representatives. These interactions served to facilitate the 

flow of data and information as well as for participants to build relationships and trust and to 

understand better their respective negotiation positions which aligns with the study results 

that Group Process and Data and Information were most enabling in the PCI context. Thirdly, 

the relatively stable base of REDD+ negotiators over the years also helped maintain 

continuity and build stronger relationships over time. Continuity among the pool of REDD+ 

negotiators was a resource drawn upon both in the REDD+ negotiations and the PCI contexts 

when other aspects became challenging (long hours, difficulty with certain coalitions; poor 

negotiation process conditions). 

No other sectoral negotiations under the UNFCCC have had the support of any of the main 

factors outlined above. While REDD+ may indeed be an anomaly even within the UNFCCC 

context, this study shows there were a host of contributing factors—including the range of 

negotiation dynamics and the roles of the PCIs—that led to forests’ unique position and 

atmosphere both within and outside the UNFCCC negotiations. The interaction of these 

factors over the course of the evolution of REDD+ ultimately enabled parties to reach 

agreements on a REDD+ mechanism and also led to both forests and REDD+ being featured 

prominently in the Paris Agreement. 
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CHAPTER 4 | PURSUING SUSTAINABILITY THROUGH MULTI ACTOR 

COLLABORATION: EARLY IMPLEMENTATION OF THE ROUNDTABLES 

FOR SUSTAINABLE BEEF AND EFFORTS TO REDUCE DEFORESTATION 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* This chapter is based upon the below cited paper which was modified from the original 

publication for the purposes of this thesis in the following ways: 1) the results section was 

elaborated upon since there were no word count constraints; 2) some wording was edited for 

clarification to the reader and to integrate it as a thesis chapter rather than an independent 

study; and 3) using the same conceptual model, the original paper was expanded to explore 

evolutionary characteristics and phases multi-stakeholder efforts to reduce deforestation. 

 

 

Buckley, K., Newton, P., Gibbs, H., McConnel, I., and Ehrmann, J. (2019). Pursuing 

sustainability through multi-stakeholder collaboration: a description of the 

governance, actions, and perceived sustainability impacts of the Roundtables for 

Sustainable Beef. World Development Journal. Volume 121. pp. 203-217.  
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4  

 Introduction  

Cattle production is anticipated to increase globally in coming decades in response to the 

demands of a growing population with increasingly meat-heavy diets (Tilman & Clark, 

2014). Cattle represent important economic, socio-cultural, livelihood, and food security 

values in many parts of the world (Herrero et al., 2009). Cattle also present major challenges 

to sustainability, including being associated with high levels of global greenhouse gas (GHG) 

emissions, extensive land use change, freshwater consumption, and biodiversity loss 

(Mekonnen & Hoekstra, 2012; Nijdam et al., 2012; Ripple et al., 2014). In the context of 

increasing beef demand, there is thus an imperative to balance environmental, economic, and 

social sustainability dimensions across the entire beef supply chain: from production and 

processing to consumption and food waste management (Herrero et al., 2015).  

Formal, state-led regulation to improve sustainability of the beef sector is unlikely due to the 

trade disputes this would likely trigger (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007, p.354). In the absence of 

policy regulation, collective efforts by governments, civil society, and the private sector to 

enhance the sustainability of cattle production (particularly reducing deforestation) while 

meeting growing demand have taken many forms (Garnett, 2009; Gibbs, Munger, et al., 

2015; Lambin et al., 2018; D. C. Nepstad et al., 2014). In particular, non-state market-driven 

(NSMD) governance systems have gained traction in many places (Cashore, 2002). NSMD 

systems are defined as, “deliberative and adaptive governance institutions designed to embed 

social and environmental norms in the global marketplace that derive authority directly from 

interested audiences, including those they seek to regulate, not from sovereign states” 

(Bernstein & Cashore, 2007, p. 348). One example in Brazil was an agreement by the four 

biggest slaughterhouses to eliminate illegal Amazonian deforestation from their supply 

chains resulted in significant changes in the purchasing behavior of those slaughterhouses 

(Gibbs et al., 2015), though may not yet have had a significant impact on deforestation rates 

(Alix-Garcia et al., 2019; Klingler et al., 2018). Also, in Brazil, a series of NGO-led pilot 

programs aim to intensify pasture-based beef production: producing more beef on less land to 

reduce deforestation pressure and greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions (Bogaerts et al., 2017; 

Latawiec et al., 2014). The Sustainable Agriculture Network has also developed a third-party 
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certification program. This program enables cattle ranchers that demonstrate compliance with 

a voluntary set of standards to use the Rainforest Alliance seal on their products, with 

certified farms in Brazil, Colombia, and Costa Rica (Newton et al., 2015). 

Commodity roundtables are a form of NSMD governance system that have gained significant 

traction in some sectors over the last decade (Brassett et al., 2010). Roundtables are multi-

stakeholder institutions—usually involving representatives of industry and non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs). Roundtables are organized around specific commodities and create a 

forum for collaboration, exchange, and supply chain governance separate from state 

institutions. The multi-stakeholder approach of roundtables enables a diverse range of 

constituencies to be involved in determining what sustainability means for that sector and 

how it might be achieved. This approach fosters greater credibility, accountability, 

stakeholder support, and legitimacy for the NSMD governance system and its activities 

(Bernstein & Cashore, 2007).  

As described in Chapter 3, the REDD+ mechanism to reduce tropical deforestation was 

negotiated and agreed to by member states only, under the UNFCCC. However, supporting 

REDD+ processes (early implementation platforms (EIPs)) included more diverse (non-state) 

stakeholder perspectives that informed what REDD+ meant and how it could be 

implemented. Since REDD+ was adopted, additional multi-stakeholder efforts have 

collectively committed to reduce deforestation, especially within private sector supply chains. 

Both of these efforts—REDD+ EIPs and private sector supply chain commitments—have 

fostered greater credibility, accountability, stakeholder support, and legitimacy as described 

in the NSMD governance system (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007). This is further explored in 

section 4.6.  

As a governance mechanism, commodity roundtables have emerged over the last 10-15 

years; the roundtables for sustainable palm oil and soy were established in 2004 and 2006, 

respectively. Several roundtables, including the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO), 

Round Table on Responsible Soy, and the Roundtable on Sustainable Biomaterials have 

created third-party certification programs as a central part of their activities. There is mixed 

evidence about the effectiveness of these roundtable-generated certification programs in 

enhancing sustainability. For example, the RSPO certification program certified 

approximately 19% (11.62 million tonnes) of palm oil traded globally in 2017 (“Impacts: 
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RSPO in Numbers,” 2018), and a recent study showed a decline in deforestation but little 

impact on fire or clearing of peatland among certified growers (K. M. Carlson et al., 2018). In 

contrast, forest conservation is an unlikely outcome of the soy certification program because 

of very low adoption rates (Garrett et al., 2016). 

Roundtables for the beef industry have evolved more recently: the first, the Brazilian 

Roundtable on Sustainable Livestock (better known by its Portuguese acronym GTPS), was 

established in 2009, in large part to coordinate an industry response to international criticism 

of the cattle sector’s association with Amazonian deforestation. Roundtables for sustainable 

beef (henceforth referred to as RSBs) are active at the global level, and at the national-level 

in Brazil, Canada, and the United States. A sustainable beef roundtable was established in 

Australia but was later dissolved.58 RSBs are in the process of being initiated in Argentina, 

Colombia, Mexico, and Paraguay (GRSB Sustainability Report, 2018). Other countries have 

national or regional organizations working on similar beef sustainability issues, in the 

absence of a formally developed roundtable (Interview Data).  

RSBs embody a sector-wide approach to enhancing beef sustainability. Their membership 

currently represents a small proportion of the sector globally, which comprised 995.2 million 

heads of cattle in 2017 (USDA Foreign Agricultural Service, 2017). However, it is possible 

for a relatively small number of well-organized influential actors to have an outsized impact 

compared to their share of the sector. It is therefore important to understand the scope of 

RSBs and the potential for them to affect sustainability within the cattle sector. To date, little 

has been written in the peer-reviewed literature to addresses these aims. 

This chapter aims to describe and characterize the state of understanding about RSBs, and to 

fill knowledge gaps about their role and potential impact. The chapter will explore the 

 

58 According to the practitioner experience of one of the study’s co-authors, the Australian roundtable for 

sustainable beef was dissolved due to the inability to build trust between non-governmental civil society 

organizations and industry. The reputational risk for those involved in the roundtable was too high due to 

mounting pressure from groups outside of the roundtable. This caused the roundtable to dissolve. As an 

alternative to the multi-stakeholder roundtable approach, the Australian Beef Sustainability Framework was 

created by the industry, in collaboration with other stakeholders. See: 

https://www.sustainableaustralianbeef.com.au/  
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historic and possible future trajectories of the RSBs at the country- and global-levels, by 

responding to RQ3: What are the evolutionary characteristics and phases of multi-stakeholder 

collaborations on cattle and deforestation that underpin their potential for sustainability 

impact?59 

It is anticipated that this analysis (Pursuing Sustainability through Multi-stakeholder 

Collaboration) will be of interest both to scholars of non-state market driven (NSMD) 

governance system and to practitioners involved in developing and implementing policies 

and programs to promote enhanced sustainability within the beef sector and other supply 

chains. This chapter does not aim to: present a normative review of the RSBs; enter the 

debate about whether sustainable beef is an oxymoron; compare the RSBs to an alternative 

definition of, or approach to, sustainability; or measure impact of the RSBs, except through 

the reported perceptions of respondents. This chapter aims to provide a description of the 

RSBs—including what they are, where they are, what they aim to do, and what people 

involved in them think might happen as a result.60 

 Methods 

 Interviews 

The approach involved semi-structured interviews with 20 key informants. The interviews 

aimed to understand the RSBs’ governance structure, actions taken, and potential for 

sustainability contributions, as defined within the RSB approach. Respondents were 

individual experts and leaders who were all knowledgeable about the inception, progress, and 

continued evolution of at least one RSB, and who represented a diverse range of perspectives 

on all of the RSBs. Interview respondents were either: 1) leaders and/or members in existing 

RSBs (i.e., global, Brazil, Canada, and U.S.) and emerging RSBs (i.e., Colombia and 

Mexico); and/or 2) experts in beef and livestock sustainability who were involved in 

complementary initiatives such as the Global Agenda for Sustainable Livestock (housed at 

 

59 The original article this chapter is based upon had more specific research sub-questions.   

60 Publication of the paper upon which this chapter is based represented the first time the RSBs had been written 

about in peer-reviewed literature. 
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Food and Agriculture Organization of the U.N. (FAO)), and the Sustainable Agriculture 

Initiative (SAI) Platform. This second set of respondents were thus informed about, but not 

directly involved or invested in, the RSBs. 

The RSBs publish their member organizations but not names of specific individuals that 

represent that entity unless they hold a key leadership role. Therefore, the study employed a 

snowballing sampling method to identify potential key informant respondents (Bryman, 

2016). The initial list of 10 potential respondents was developed by the author team, drawing 

upon their professional networks as scientists and practitioners, with an eye towards 

identifying geographically diverse RSB leadership and engaged civil society representatives. 

These initial interviews led to additional suggestions for invited respondents. All respondents 

were asked to recommend additional potential respondents. 

In total, 43 individuals involved in, or informed about, the RSBs were invited to participate in 

a semi-structured interview. Of those, 20 interviewees accepted. The 23 that did not respond 

were a mix of national RSB members (producers, civil society, processors) and were not 

significantly different from the respondent pool in any critical dimension. Despite the small 

sample size, the respondents comprised a representative mix of affiliations, geographic 

representation, and expertise. Approximately 70% of respondents had been, or currently were 

part of, the RSBs’ leadership and governance. The remaining 30% provided an informed 

external perspective of the RSBs. The sample thus represented a diverse cross-section of RSB 

constituencies and outside observers. Respondents included industry members (e.g., 

producers, producer associations, processors, and consumer-facing companies), civil society 

members and observers, sustainability standard-setting representatives, funders, and 

sustainability experts. The researcher, together with collaborators, concluded that the sample 

had reached data saturation (B. Saunders et al., 2017) when most additional potential 

respondents recommended were those already interviewed, and when the responses to 

interview questions provided little new or additional information beyond what had already 

been collected. 

A common set of interview questions (Appendix C) was used for each respondent. These 

questions focused on the three framework categories—governance; actions; and sustainability 

impacts. Interviews were conducted by telephone or Skype and lasted approximately one 

hour each. 
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The method for analyzing multi-stakeholder efforts to reduce deforestation conducted in 

section 4.6 of this chapter was to apply the NSMD framework to: 1) results from Chapter 3 

on REDD+ early implementation platforms (EIPs); 2) practitioner experience based on the 

author’s professional work with REDD+ and multi-stakeholder efforts to reduce 

deforestation; and 3) publicly available information on REDD+ (EIPs) (e.g., UN-REDD 

Programme and Forest Carbon Partnership Facility), voluntary private sector commitments, 

and zero-deforestation commitments (e.g., New York Declaration on Forests). Section 4.6 

applied the NSMD framework to these contexts as a means to better understand their 

evolution towards accountability, stakeholder support, and political legitimacy—

underpinnings of their potential for future sustainability impact. The results of this analysis 

were then examined through the lens of SD diplomacy, specifically the SD diplomacy 

diagnostics. Embedded in these diagnostics are calls for involvement of diverse state and 

non-state actors across different scales as well as a portfolio of solutions to address complex 

problems (Moomaw et al., 2017)—tenets that are salient to the contexts under study.  

 Analysis 

Responses were recorded in Microsoft OneNote. The first round of analysis employed 

targeted coding to categorize data based upon the main topic, which often corresponded with 

the interview question (i.e., governance, actions, sustainability impacts). Interview analysis 

also included sub-codes to attribute the response data to the appropriate geographic beef 

roundtable context(s) as well as to the appropriate topic (Miles & Huberman, 1994). After 

identifying main topics and geographies, the author employed open coding to identify 

additional patterns and categories within the data. Responses with the same codes were 

grouped into categories and analyzed in aggregate (Babbie, 2016). In this way, comments 

were not attributed to—and are not traceable to—a particular individual61, but to the 

 

61 This approach to the analysis was important to explain to respondents upfront, many of which had questions 

about whether and how their responses would be attributed to them or easily traced back to them by 

identification of their role or geography. Respondents’ caution seemed to stem from mainly civil society 

organizations (CSOs) or private sector members. These respondents seemed to fear retribution for being critical 

or open about the challenges of the RSBs. For CSOs, they were concerned their funders (who fund and require 
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appropriate context (e.g., observations about governance within the Brazil roundtable 

context; observations about limitations to sustainability impact globally). 

Based upon the research questions, the researcher and collaborators developed three 

categories to help organize the results: 1) governance, including transparency, identification 

and engagement of interested parties or stakeholders, accountability, decision-making, and 

scientific-grounding, which relates to several NSMD governance system features (Bernstein 

and Cashore 2007 p. 349-350).; 2) actions, including monitoring, verification, and 

compliance, which reflect NSMD governance system features; and 3) sustainability impacts, 

including current and potential impact pathways, as well as limitations of the RSBs, which 

also relates to NSMD governance system features (Bernstein and Cashore 2007 p. 350).  

The results provide a holistic synthesis of the RSBs’ governance and actions to date, potential 

future opportunities, and limitations to their ability to have an impact on sustainability. In 

order to provide a big picture understanding of the RSBs, the results section is organized by 

the interview categories and data coding (governance; actions; and sustainability impact). 

Within those categories, the results summarize main findings relevant to the beef roundtable 

context and, where possible, provide examples to indicate observations relevant to a specific 

roundtable context. 

In order to relate the RSBs to the broader context of voluntary private governance efforts, the 

discussion draws upon Bernstein and Cashore’s (2007) five features (characteristics) of non-

state market driven (NSMD) governance systems and the phases through which NSMD 

governance systems gain legitimacy as a venue for problem-solving. Features of NSMD 

governance systems are that: 1) they do not “derive governing authority from states nor are 

they accountable to them” (p.349); 2) they comprise diverse stakeholders collectively 

learning, developing, and working towards goals (p.349); 3) they gain “authority” via their 

supply chain members, each which maintain sovereignty over the choice to certify products 

or services (pp.349-350); 4) they aim to improve sustainability of the industry, thereby 

“reconfiguring” the current markets (p.350); and 5) they develop mechanisms for addressing 

 

CSO participation in the RSBs) would be upset with RSB criticism stemming from those grant recipients. For 

private sector respondents, they were concerned that remarks they shared about the RSBs would be used against 

them by (non-RSB member) CSOs as evidence that the RSB approach will not improve sustainability.  
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compliance (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007 pp. 349-350). The three phases that NSMD systems 

move through are: initiation which represents early support and initial participation from 

private sector entities that view it as a competitive edge (Phase I); building broader support 

and participation in the system which involves “the emergence of shared norms and learning” 

(p. 358) which, in turn, “redefines” the self-interested, “strategic behavior” of participating 

firms and civil society groups (Phase II); and reaching political legitimacy meaning that there 

is widespread stakeholder participation and a shift from debating the validity system itself to 

debating policy within the system (Phase III)(Bernstein & Cashore, 2007).  

 Results 

Our respondents had a diverse set of experience and expertise in relation to the roundtables 

for sustainable beef and cattle sustainability (shown below in Table 6). Many respondents 

had been involved with more than one RSB and several had played more than one role (e.g., 

industry and civil society) over the course of their careers. This section reports interview 

results as they pertain to the three research questions. Unless otherwise stated, all reported 

information is derived from the interviews.  
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Table 6. Summary of Respondent Affiliations and Geographic Expertise  

Respondent affiliation(s) / experience Number of respondents 

Geographic expertise 

Global Roundtable 6 

Brazil Roundtable 7 

Canada Roundtable 2 

Colombia Roundtable 2 

Mexico Roundtable 1 

US Roundtable 2 

Non-roundtable: Sustainable Beef/Livestock Initiatives 3 

Organizational expertise 

Industry (ranchers, producers, processors, retail) 7 

Civil Society/Non-/Inter-governmental Organization 9 

Funders 2 

Veterinarians/Animal Health Experts 4 

 

As shown above in Table 6, out of 20 respondents, some had affiliations and/or geographic 

expertise in more than one organization or region. As noted under Methods, 70% of 

respondents had been or currently were part of the RSBs’ founding leadership and ongoing 

governance. The remaining 30% provided an informed external perspective of the RSBs. 

Table 7 below provides information about key informants’ primary role in relation to the 

RSBs. As described in the Methods, this information was anonymized to respect the 

confidentiality of respondents’ identities, as agreed to in the interviews.   
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Table 7. List of Key Informants (anonymized) 

1. Civil Society Representative, GTPS 

2. Senior staff, GRSB 

3. Civil Society Representative, Soy Roundtable and GRSB 

4. Senior staff, global beef corporation; member of GRSB, US roundtable, Canadian roundtable 

5. Senior scientist, Food and Agriculture Organization 

6. Senior staff, Canadian Roundtable 

7. Expert Consultant, livestock and deforestation in Amazon region 

8. Industry member, GTPS 

9. Producer and member, Canadian roundtable and GRSB 

10. Consultant, Sustainable Agriculture Initiative (SAI) 

11. Executive, cattle cooperative; member of US Roundtable; member of GRSB 

12. Civil society representative, member of GTPS; member of GRSB; advisor for all national-level 
roundtables  

13. Civil society representative, advisor to Colombian roundtable, participant in GRSB 

14. Civil society representative; former philanthropic foundation representative, member of GTPS and 
GRSB 

15. Senior staff, International Social and Environmental Accreditation and Labelling Alliance (ISEAL)  

16. Civil society representative, member of US roundtable and GRSB; advisor to Mexico and Colombia 
roundtables 

17. Senior staff, global beef corporation; member of GTPS and GRSB 

18. Civil society representative, GTPS 

19. Senior staff, global corporate retailer; member of GRSB, GTPS, Canadian and US roundtables, and 
Sustainable Agriculture Initiative (SAI) 

 

 Evolution of the Roundtables for Sustainable Beef (RSBs) 

Several respondents who served as the original architects of the RSBs shared highlights of 

how the RSBs evolved, and why the RSBs chose to organize themselves differently than 

other commodity roundtables such as soy and palm oil. A brief overview of the history and 

rationale is provided below.  

Convening of the Brazilian Roundtable on Sustainable Livestock (better known by its 

Portuguese acronym GTPS) was partly motivated by increased international attention on the 
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issue of deforestation and linkages to beef production in Amazonia (Greenpeace, 2009). Its 

original intent was to define criteria for a ‘sustainable product’—following the model of other 

commodity roundtables, such as palm oil. However, after much debate, the group agreed that 

developing a set of standards for beef was not appropriate, for two main reasons: 1) a third-

party sustainability certification program, developed by the Rainforest Alliance/Sustainable 

Agriculture Network, already existed and therefore it would not be helpful to create another 

standard that might compete with that; and 2) a majority of cattle ranchers would not be able 

to comply with the standard, since many are not compliant with fundamental environmental 

legislation including Brazil’s Forest Code. Therefore, early architects of the GTPS chose a 

model based on continuous improvement and the dissemination of good practices, instead of 

setting formal standards. Early on, the GTPS caught the attention of the world beef industry, 

including many companies that were expanding internationally: eventually, this led to the 

creation of the Global Roundtable for Sustainable Beef (GRSB).

Those involved with the early iterations of what later became the GRSB observed mistrust 

between producers and processors, as well as between processors and retailers. However, as 

groups continued to convene, common ground eventually emerged. This common ground 

began with a shared understanding that: 1) beef62 production systems are more variable than 

soy or palm oil, as beef can be produced in many different agro-ecological zones and, within 

that, there is a tremendous diversity of production systems; and 2) despite early mistrust, 

various actors shared a concern about heavy criticism of the whole industry and a lack of 

coordinated response. As a result of the shared understanding that emerged through early 

multi-stakeholder discussions and the collective desire to address criticism of the sector, the 

GRSB was formerly launched in 2012 (Global Roundtable for Sustainable Beef, 2016) 

followed by other national roundtables in Australia (2012), Canada (CRSB, 2014), and the 

United States (USRSB, 2015) (Canadian Roundtable for Sustainable Beef, n.d.; U.S. 

Roundtable for Sustainable Beef, 2015). RSB efforts have also begun in Colombia, Mexico, 

and Paraguay. 

 

62 The roundtables for sustainable beef refer to their work as focused on ‘beef production’, however, it is worth 

noting that some of the national beef roundtables look more broadly to cattle production which includes dairy 

and leather.  
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In addition to catalyzing activities at the national level, the GRSB has worked collaboratively 

with other sustainable beef and livestock initiatives such as the Sustainable Agriculture 

Initiative (SAI) Platform and the Global Agenda on Sustainable Livestock. The SAI Platform 

is a member of the GRSB and works to co-develop tools and guidance to support global and 

local sustainable sourcing and agriculture practices for beef producers, associations, and 

retailers. The GRSB is a partner of the Global Agenda on Sustainable Livestock, which 

convenes global stakeholders including government representatives and recently explored 

how livestock can play important roles in realizing the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs). According to respondents, while it is possible the SAI Platform may evolve into a 

European roundtable for sustainable beef, one of the GRSB’s objectives is to recognize and 

elevate other sustainable beef and livestock initiatives in order to promote complementarity, 

as opposed to spawning similar and competing national or regional RSBs. 

 Governance of the Roundtables for Sustainable Beef (RSBs) 

Commodity roundtables are all structured around a system of multi-stakeholder governance, 

and most respondents observed that this multi-stakeholder nature was a fundamental 

characteristic of the roundtables. “The roundtables take their name from the fact that a variety 

of stakeholders comprise their membership, and, nominally at least, there is equal status 

between them in agenda-setting and decision-making” (Brassett et al., 2012). Respondents 

reported a range of perceived benefits and challenges of this multi-stakeholder approach. On 

the one hand, simply convening a diverse set of stakeholders and reaching some agreement 

on important issues was seen by many respondents as a main role and a significant 

achievement of the RSBs. On the other hand, many respondents viewed the multi-stakeholder 

process as being inefficient due to diverse interests and expectations and saw this as an 

impediment to streamlining tangible progress on enhancing sustainability. 

The nature of the multi-stakeholder process differs between sectors and geographies. For 

example, the Global Roundtable for Sustainable Beef (GRSB) and the Canadian Roundtable 

for Sustainable Beef (CRSB) are the only two RSBs to include transparency measures such 

as public consultation and comment periods. As a second example, the Brazilian Roundtable 

for Sustainable Beef (GTPS) and the Colombia Roundtable for Sustainable Beef (CoRSB) 

are the only two RSBs to include public-sector participation, with technical and government 

representatives from the Ministries of Agriculture and Environment. 



 

 

116 

 

Each RSB has its own decision-making process. The GRSB, for example, aims for consensus 

(no objection). When consensus is not possible, decisions are put to a weighted vote across its 

five constituencies: producers, commerce and processing, civil society, national roundtables, 

and retailers, plus observers (governments or international organizations). Each member has 

one vote that it casts within its constituency group which are tiered according to scale (e.g., 

small, medium, and large producers). This helps ensure that small producers have the same 

weight as medium and large producers. Each tier’s net vote is calculated (e.g., 4 in favor, 3 

against yields a +1 vote in favor). The net votes across constituency tiers are tallied for an 

overall decision and sustained objections are noted. 

A common challenge for all RSBs has been how best to engage small- and medium-size 

producers. Barriers for smallholders include unfamiliarity with the roundtable proceedings or 

with industry- and sustainability- terminology being used at the meetings. A second challenge 

for roundtable governance is geographic representativeness. Most of the national roundtables 

are in the Americas. And while the GRSB aspires to be global, its membership is North- and 

South- America-centric. There are not many European members of the GRSB, in part 

because most potential members belong instead to the Sustainable Agriculture Initiative 

(SAI) platform, and there is little representation from producers, processors, or retailers from 

Asia and Africa. Many respondents therefore believed that for RSBs to achieve global 

impact, the GRSB would need to achieve more global representation, and/or national or 

regional roundtables would need to be established in geographies that are currently under-

represented. 

 Roundtable for Sustainable Beef (RSB) Actions 

Respondents reported a range of specific and more general actions that the RSBs have taken 

to date. This section first reports on the common approach of ‘continuous improvement’ 

adopted by all of the RSBs. Second, this section reports on the specific actions of each RSB 

in turn. 

4.4.3.1 The Continuous Improvement Model 

Many roundtables in other sectors have created formal third-party certification programs, 

which are characterized by a set of voluntary standards that codify the practice of sustainable 

production, and usually also include an assurance system (e.g., third-party audits to verify 
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compliance with the standards), as well as an associated label to differentiate certified from 

non-certified products. For example, the Roundtable for Sustainable Palm Oil, Roundtable 

for Sustainable Soy, and Roundtable for Sustainable Biofuels have all developed and 

implemented certification programs. In contrast, none of the RSBs have stated an intention to 

create a sustainability certification program, and all of the RSBs have instead adopted an 

approach that aims to support a continuous improvement model for beef value chains. This 

model fosters gradual progress across the entire supply chain by providing principles and 

indicators that its members can choose to implement and track progress against. Individual 

RSB members may choose to conduct self-assessments or have their improvements verified 

by an independent third party. The RSB does not verify, certify, or provide a certification 

label for its members to comply with. Instead, they provide a framework of principles and 

indicators to guide continuous improvement across the sector.  

Many respondents expressed strong support for the RSB’s approach of continuous 

improvement as an alternative to a certification standard. Foremost, they cited the rationale 

that this approach is more likely to be inclusive of, and to improve sustainability performance 

among, a much larger proportion of producers within beef supply chains. This, they argue, 

contrasts with a certification program with stringent standards, which may appeal to—and be 

achieved by—only a small number of top performers who have the capacity and resources to 

meet those standards (as compared to a sector-wide approach).  

However, other actions that monitor, report, and verify progress are being implemented to 

various degrees across the different RSBs. These actions include self-assessments, the 

establishment of baselines, and other monitoring and reporting mechanisms such as third-

party verification against national criteria and indicators. Several respondents expressed an 

opinion that further efforts to demonstrate sustainability impact would be useful, for several 

key reasons: 1) it would document the continuous improvements being made; 2) it would 

filter out members that were not making serious commitments or that did not intend to fulfill 

them; and 3) it would respond to consumer and retailer demands for greater sustainability in 

the beef sector and provide assurances for sustainability claims. 

Despite the RSBs’ resistance to developing a certification standard, many respondents 

indicated that they were open to considering how the roundtables could support progress 

towards verified sustainability impacts and verified sustainable products, and perhaps 
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eventually some type of endorsement by the roundtable for achieving a certain level of 

sustainability. Respondents’ perceptions about the primary benefit of verification vs. 

certification was that the former fostered an inclusive, sector-wide, bottom-up approach to 

incremental sustainability improvements over time. Top performers could verify adherence to 

principles and indicators without excluding other roundtable members from adopting 

sustainability practices by setting a requisite threshold of performance as is the case with 

certification standards. 

Several respondents pointed to national- and project-level examples where third-party 

verification against roundtable indicators is already underway and described this trend as 

creating de facto standards. For example, McDonald’s has pilot projects in both Canada and 

in Brazil, using the roundtable indicators to demonstrate and verify the sustainability of their 

beef supply chains (McDonald’s Canada, 2016). While some respondents saw verification as 

an eventual end-goal or outcome, others saw the need for roundtables to provide clear 

incentives (e.g., a logo) for farmers and ranchers to engage in the process and to help inform 

what needs to be verified on-farm. Beyond verifying project, national, and regional efforts, 

respondents reported that it may be increasingly important for the roundtables to show 

improvements on a global level, which will require some level of comparability or 

complementarity of locally relevant indicators and for those indicators to be housed under the 

same umbrella.  

4.4.3.2 Global Roundtable for Sustainable Beef (GRSB) 

The GRSB has developed a summary definition of sustainable beef as being “a socially 

responsible, environmentally sound and economically viable product that prioritizes Planet… 

People… Animals… and Progress”, and which reflects a set of global principles and 

supporting criteria (GRSB, 2016). It developed this definition and these principles and 

criteria through a multi-stakeholder process that was intended to align with the International 

Social and Environmental Accreditation and Labelling Alliance (ISEAL) Standard-Setting 

Code of Good Practice (Beef, 2014). In 2014, the GRSB agreed to five principles: 1) produce 

beef in a manner that identifies and manages natural resources responsibly and maintains or 

enhances the health of ecosystems; 2) protect and respect human rights; 3) respect and 

manage animals to ensure their health and welfare; 4) ensure the safety and quality of beef 

products and utilize information-sharing systems that promote beef sustainability; 5) 
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encourage innovation, optimize production, reduce waste and add to economic viability 

(Global Roundtable for Sustainable Beef Principles & Criteria, 2014). Together with 32 

criteria, these are intended to be broadly applicable to all national or regional contexts, and 

aspire to “provide the baseline understanding of sustainable beef” by defining globally what 

is meant by sustainable beef—“not as a labeled product but the system of sustainable beef” 

[emphasis added] (Global Roundtable for Sustainable Beef, 2016). The principles and criteria 

are intended to help inform the development of national-level sustainability indicators that 

can provide additional guidance on implementation, as well as metrics for assessing progress 

in more specific contexts (Global Roundtable for Sustainable Beef, 2016). 

A main role for the GRSB is to be a credible international body for developing a global 

framework comprised of a clear, strong definition of sustainability principles and criteria that 

can be applied and measured worldwide. The GRSB additionally plays a second, more 

bottom-up, role by coordinating the activities of national roundtables to facilitate the 

aggregation and sharing of their experiences as they progress. This also entails compiling and 

analyzing the extent of national-level implementation in order to assess global impact. A 

third role of the GRSB is to incubate the emergence of national or regional roundtables. For 

example, the GRSB helps roundtables develop operational documents and infrastructure, and 

makes connections between emerging and existing national beef sustainability efforts to 

facilitate exchange. In all three of these roles, there is a strong level of interaction between 

the GRSB and the national roundtables. 

4.4.3.3 National Roundtables for Sustainable Beef  

National efforts generally aspire to achieve similar aims to each other, including improving 

stakeholders’ understanding of sustainability, initiating pilot project demonstrations, and 

providing indicators and metrics for member assessment of improvements over time. The 

 different RSBs have engaged in several lines of action to date. Firstly, they aimed to bring 

together a diverse range of important stakeholders across beef value chains. Secondly, they 

aimed to serve as a platform for fostering multi-stakeholder dialogue, exchange, 

collaboration, and agreement. Thirdly, they aimed to develop and adopt a common definition 

of sustainability, and then to use these global-level principles and criteria to develop national-

level indicators. Fourthly, they aimed to monitor continuous improvement related to 

sustainability criteria, indicators, and metrics. Finally, they aimed to share information, best 
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practices, and lessons learned among stakeholders, with an aim to building value chain—and 

particularly producer—capacity and understanding of what sustainability means for beef 

supply chains, and how to achieve it. Each national roundtable has variously engaged in 

different subsets of these actions. 

Examples from two of the national-level RSBs serve to illustrate the diversity in activities 

that they have engaged in to date. First, the GTPS in Brazil has created a rating scale of 

national indicators intended to serve as a platform for farmers and ranchers to conduct self-

assessments. The three major commitments are zero deforestation, labor rights, and 

sanitation. The GTPS intends to develop a capacity-building program, including a database of 

good examples, based on the indicators and best practices to help inform a set of pilot 

projects and expand the potential for sustainability impact. Second, the Canadian (CRSB) 

Verified Sustainable Beef Pilot Project was the first program to make the GRSB principles 

and criteria actionable across an entire beef value chain. Between 2014 and 2016, 

McDonald’s Canada engaged stakeholders to form a Project Management Team which 

gathered input from Canadian ranchers, feedlot operators, processors, retailers, academic, 

civil society, government and industry groups to inform the development of “segment-

specific, locally-relevant, outcome-based indicators” (McDonald’s, 2016)(McDonald’s 

Canada, 2016). This pilot project tracked 8,967 cows on a total of 182 third-party verified 

sustainable ranches, feedlots, processors, and plants (McDonald’s, 2016). 
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Table 8. Summary of the Roundtables’ Progress, Roles, Actions, and Activities  
(as of November 2016) 

Round- 
table Launch Mission/ Principles Progress/Activity No. of Members/ 

Sectors 

GTPS 2009 Mission: promote the sustainable 

development of livestock through chain 

linkage, continuous improvement and 

dissemination of information. 

Principles: continuous improvement; 

transparency and ethics; good 

agricultural practices; and legal 

compliance  

Priority commitments: zero-

deforestation; labor rights; and 

sanitation.  

Established national indicators 

and metrics including a 1-5 rating 

system for self-assessment or 

third-party verification 

76 members / 7 

sectors (producers, 

industry, inputs and 

services, retail and 

restaurant, financial 

institutions, civil 

society and 

research, 

government).  

GRSB 2012 Mission: to advance continuous 

improvement in sustainability of the 

global beef value chain through 

leadership, science and multi-stakeholder 

engagement and collaboration.  

Principles: Natural Resources, People and 

the Community; Animal Health and Well-

being; Food; Efficiency and Innovation. 

Adopted the ‘Principles and 

Criteria for defining global 

sustainable beef’ 

2016-2021 Strategic Plan goals 

include: expanding global reach; 

demonstrating results by 

aggregating and tracking national 

data 

75 members /5 

sectors (producers, 

commerce and 

processing, retail, 

civil society, 

roundtable 

constituency, 

observers) 

CRSB 2014 Mission: To facilitate the framework for 

the Canadian beef industry to be a global 

leader in the continuous improvement 

and sustainability of the beef value chain 

through science, multi-stakeholder 

engagement, communication and 

collaboration. 

Principles: adopted GRSB principles to 

guide national level indicators.  

Completed National Beef 

Sustainability Assessment in 2016, 

which benchmarked sustainability 

performance and identified 10 

national goals. Concluded a 

Verified Sustainable Beef Pilot by 

McDonald’s Canada in 2016; 

resulting indicators and 

verification protocols underwent 

public consultation in late 2017. 

54 members / 6 

sectors (food and ag 

business, non-

governmental 

organizations, 

processors, 

producers, food and 

retail service, 

observers) 

Colombia  2014 Mission: A focus on cattle ranching (beef 

and dairy) with emphasis on markets, 

institutions, and technical information 

Developed working definition of 

sustainable cattle ranching; 

established a technical secretariat; 

~45 members / 

sectors 

(government, civil 
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Round- 
table Launch Mission/ Principles Progress/Activity No. of Members/ 

Sectors 
Principles: adopted GRSB principles with 

a broader focus on cattle ranching (both 

beef and dairy) 

convened workshops; working on 

2017 action plans 

society, research 

institutions, dairy 

and beef producers, 

processors 

USRSB 2015 Mission: To advance, support and 

communicate continuous improvement 

in the sustainability of U.S. beef 

production by educating and engaging 

the beef value-chain through a 

collaborative multi-stakeholder effort.  

Principles: aligned with GRSB principles 

Developed a sustainability 

assurance framework. Established 

working groups to shepherd 

development of national 

indicators and metrics 2015-2017.  

101 members / 5 

sectors (producers; 

allied industry; 

packers/processors; 

retail, civil society).  

Mexico Steering 

cmte. 

Est. 

2014 

Principles: adopted GRSB principles with 

a broader focus on cattle ranching (both 

beef and dairy) 

Agreed mission, vision, and 

objectives; working on strategic 

plan  

~15 members / 5 

sectors (producers, 

processors, civil 

society, input 

industry, retailers) 

Paraguay 

and 

Argentina 

Concept 

stage 

(2016) 

n/a n/a n/a 

 

While each roundtable is at a different stage of development, respondents widely held an 

expectation that examples and pilots such as these will be replicable and implemented in 

other roundtable countries and contexts. The following section provides brief descriptions of 

each national roundtable. 

4.4.3.4 Brazilian Roundtable on Sustainable Livestock (GTPS) 

The GTPS has initiated a portfolio of projects that they support—meaning they provide a 

venue for visibility and credibility through GTPS endorsement, since membership involves 

major actors across the supply chain with which these projects would not otherwise have a 

chance to form partnerships. The GTPS has also developed sustainability indicators for all 

stages of the supply chain, not just for producers. Over the next two years, GTPS members 
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intend to apply the indicators through self-assessment to diagnose challenges and to 

demonstrate sustainability efforts to the rest of the supply chain. 

The GTPS provides an example of how national-level roundtable activities can evolve 

towards verified sustainability impacts. For example, McDonald’s agreed to purchase beef 

for the Rio Olympics in 2016 from a sustainability initiative, Novo Campo, in Brazilian 

Amazonia (McDonald’s, 2016). This represents the first time McDonald’s has agreed to buy 

beef from the Amazon region since their self-imposed 2015 commitment not to source from 

that biome (McDonald’s, 2016; Moutinho et al., 2016). The beef in the Novo Campo project 

is verified against GTPS indicators rather than being certified with an existing certification 

standard (i.e., the Sustainable Agriculture Network/Rainforest Alliance program) (Maguire-

Rajpaul et al., 2016). According to respondents, verification allows for a less expensive and 

onerous transition process for producers. 

4.4.3.5 North American RSBs: Canadian Roundtable for Sustainable Beef (CRSB) and 

United States Roundtable for Sustainable Beef (USRSB) 

First, the CRSB developed a sustainability benchmarking assessment across social, 

environmental, and economic metrics, coupled with a strategy for addressing high-priority 

areas. The assessments were released in late 2017 following a review by an objective, third-

party committee (Canfax Research Services, 2016; Deloitte, 2016). Second, the CRSB is also 

developing a verification framework comprised of indicators and verification protocols 

designed to allow producers and processers to demonstrate sustainability, to provide retailers 

with verified sources for sustainable beef, and to articulate clear and accurate consumer 

messaging. Based upon the sustainability benchmarking and verification framework, CRSB 

anticipates launching pilot and demonstration projects (Canfax Research Services, 2016; 

Deloitte, 2016). 

The United States Roundtable for Sustainable Beef’s (USRSB’s) work has largely been a 

result of an earlier lifecycle assessment on beef (Thoma et al., 2017) after which a group of 

interested parties formed and established the roundtable. Since then, the USRSB has 

established three working groups on indicators and goals, verification, and sustainable 

solutions. It also developed a three-year strategic plan in 2016 which included updated scopes 

for its working groups, membership surveys, and communications messages for targeted 

audiences (U.S. Roundtable for Sustainable Beef, 2016).  
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4.4.3.6 Emerging Roundtables: Mexico and Colombia  

Among all the roundtables in the cattle sector, Mexico’s and Colombia’s roundtable efforts 

are the most nascent. Additionally, they have already differentiated their focus and direction 

from that of the other national roundtables. First, the Mexico roundtable encompasses the 

dairy sector in addition to the beef sector. Second, it has an explicit focus on public policy 

and will involve a policymaker constituency. Specifically, the Mexico roundtable aims to 

create policy incentives for sustainable beef and dairy practices instead of following the 

voluntary approach of other national RSBs.  

Colombia’s emerging roundtable also focuses on sustainable cattle ranching, not only beef, to 

create a venue for discussing a broader set of topics that includes dairy. Colombia’s 

roundtable is focused on three priorities: 1) leveraging market opportunities in a country with 

78% smallholder ranchers and 98% domestic consumption of beef and dairy; 2) building 

supporting policies and institutions; and 3) gathering technical information on sustainable 

cattle ranching and key actors involved in both the beef and dairy supply chains.  

 Potential and Limitations of the Roundtables for Sustainable Beef (RSBs) 

The RSBs have defined what sustainable beef production means in their contexts and have 

identified the kinds of issues that need to be addressed to demonstrate sustainability and 

improvements around the world. These are the primary ways in which the RSBs can be said 

to have changed the sustainability landscape of the beef sector thus far. However, this impact 

does not necessarily translate into changes in sustainability outcomes on the ground and has 

not yet done so. Indeed, respondents universally reported that it is still too early to assess the 

impacts of the RSBs on sustainability outcomes. The roundtables were only recently initiated, 

and many are still in the development stage. Consequently, there has been little opportunity 

to measure or quantify impacts, and no published research has attempted to do so. 

At the same time, many respondents felt that RSBs represent genuine intention and 

momentum and hold potential to affect sustainability outcomes in a detectable and 

measurable way in the future. Therefore, our respondents spoke primarily about potential 

impact pathways; mechanisms by which they expected the RSBs to influence sustainability 

outcomes in coming years. These included: centralized coordination; geographic expansion; 



 

 

125 

 

demonstrating impact; moving towards verification; and minimum membership criteria. Each 

of these is discussed in turn. 

 Centralized Coordination 

Respondents reported an expectation that the GRSB would eventually play a more 

centralized coordination role in information-gathering and in evaluation. For example, 

respondents anticipated that the GRSB could serve as a repository of information, best 

practices, and resources and make those publicly available for use by current and prospective 

roundtable members, as well as civil society, researchers, and the general public. Activities 

are underway to assess the state of beef sustainability globally, by gathering data from GRSB 

members on existing sustainability commitments. By incorporating other sustainable beef and 

livestock initiatives, this could provide a global sense of efforts underway and, eventually, 

their impacts. Another example of coordination that respondents anticipated was that RSB 

efforts could or would expand to include benchmarking: enabling comparison of information 

and reporting from national and regional roundtable efforts, as well as enabling market 

verification. These efforts could evolve into more formal, verified reporting against national- 

and regional- indicators and metrics, tracking improvements over time. 

 Geographic Expansion 

Respondents broadly agreed that to have a global impact, the GRSB needs to catalyze 

engagement and activities in more diverse regions that represent significant opportunities for 

impact. There is a need for RSB efforts to broaden their scope beyond Western companies 

and NGOs and to include members and companies from African countries, India, and China. 

However, respondents reported that the GRSB’s current four-year strategy is to work within 

countries and regions that already have indicated an enthusiasm for sustainable beef rather 

than to attempt to cultivate momentum for additional national roundtable efforts.  

At the national level, respondents anticipated that the roundtables would, in the future, need 

to: conduct pilot projects that demonstrate viability of more sustainable practices; effect 

change by influencing national and local public policy; and demonstrate, document, and 

disseminate information about positive impacts, with a clear articulation of what they have 

achieved. 



 

 

126 

 

 Moving Towards Verification 

Many respondents pointed to the need for the RSBs to eventually develop a mechanism for 

establishing indicators and metrics that RSBs can verify. For the most part, members are 

currently using the RSB’s indicators and metrics to conduct self-assessments to measure and 

report continuous improvement over time, rather than to prove their compliance against those 

indicators and metrics. Few producers are currently verified as demonstrating compliance 

with a formal set of sustainability standards as part of the Rainforest Alliance/Sustainable 

Agriculture Network (RA/SAN) certification program. However, third-party verification pilot 

projects in Brazil and Canada have compared production standards against the national 

roundtable indicators. Such an approach could be adopted elsewhere (McDonald’s 2016), 

expanding the number of producers who are verified as achieving particular standards, even 

if outside of the remit of a formal certification program. Certification standards can be 

complex to develop and challenging to scale, as respondents familiar with such standards 

highlighted. As a result, many actors are seeking alternative solutions to foster credibility that 

involve less onerous practices that are easier to scale but that can be verified. 

While acknowledging an anticipated trend towards third-party verification against national 

roundtable indicators, most respondents expected that verification would remain voluntary 

and retailer-driven, rather than evolve into an RSB role. RSBs have limited resources, and the 

number of members a national roundtable would have to audit (e.g., 800,000 producers in the 

U.S.) is high. Therefore, respondents expected that RSBs would provide the metrics and tools 

underlying any emergent third-party certification standard, but that verification would be 

funded by retailers interested in sourcing their products more sustainably.  

 Minimum Membership Criteria 

Some respondents proposed a need for the global and national roundtables to begin with 

some minimum thresholds or membership criteria. These criteria would acknowledge that 

some practices (e.g., forced labor) are simply unacceptable, no matter the extent of 

commitment to continuous improvement. While not currently in place, respondents indicated 

that the GRSB may consider requiring its members to make commitments upon entry to the 

roundtable that would include a minimum benchmark against certain practices. 
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 Limitations Sustainability Contributions 

The RSBs face some limits to offering significant sustainability contributions. First, cattle 

production in many countries is characterized by large numbers of small- and medium-sized 

producers. Communicating and engaging with large numbers of producers is challenging. 

Smaller producers are often less able to adopt new practices; for example, they often have 

less financial capital to pay for new infrastructure. It can therefore be extremely difficult to 

incentivize smaller producers to change practices, and to measure continuous improvement 

over time on large number of small properties. 

Second, some of the national RSBs have had trouble engaging sustainability leaders. Some 

see their company’s practices as providing a proprietary competitive advantage over their 

peers in the sector. The RSBs offer a forum for pre-competitive information exchange and 

dialogue, with the notion that “rising tides lift all boats.” However, market competition 

within the beef sector presents a challenge to this cooperation, and some actors therefore see 

little incentive to share best practices. Others expressed concern that some roundtable 

members (as in the McDonald’s example highlighted above) were using the roundtable 

indicators to verify and market their sourcing of ‘sustainable beef’, which is a controversial 

approach. This is because some view roundtable efforts as the sector’s social license to 

operate63 and as therefore inappropriate to use as leverage for marketing and competitive 

purposes. Still others argue that the claim of achieving ‘sustainable beef’ is an overstatement 

and could jeopardize the credibility of a continuous improvement approach to sustainability. 

Third, the competitive nature of the industry also presents a question regarding whether RSB 

efforts will be incentivized through tools such as guaranteed purchase agreements or price 

premiums. Many respondents, including those from the retail side of the value chain, 

indicated a need for incentives and perhaps premium payments for a verified sustainable 

product. However, few were optimistic that buyers and retailers would provide such 

incentives. This can present a challenge in incentivizing producers and processors to change 

 

63 “Social ’Social license to Operate’ can be defined as a set of concepts, values, tools and practices that 

represent a way of viewing reality for industry and stakeholders. Its purpose is to create a forum for negotiation 

whereby the parties involved are heard, understood and respected. SLO is a means to earn accountability, 

credibility, flexibility and capacity for both stakeholders and industry.” (Nelson, J. 2009, p. 161) 
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practices, which may require additional investment, capacity-building, or adoption of new 

technologies. 

Fourth, a lack of funding and resources was cited as a challenge to achieving sustainability 

impacts. Additional resources could support more ambitious data gathering, assessment, 

comparison, and reporting across national levels, as well as aggregation of data and impact-

assessment at the global level—which requires some degree of comparability across national-

level data. Many respondents indicated there is tremendous potential, but that a great deal of 

effort and resources are needed to build the infrastructure of robust information cataloguing 

and analysis. 

Finally, several respondents pointed out that corporate membership in the roundtables 

represents the ‘bare minimum’ of what companies can do, and that the participation of 

sustainability officers does not necessarily translate into changes in sourcing or supply 

chains. Relatedly, there were different perceptions about the motivations of RSB members. 

Some members view RSBs as a multi-stakeholder approach to grappling with sustainability 

challenges and fostering continuous improvement, whereas others view them as an industry 

association designed to promote marketing and growth. A minority of respondents were 

critical of the RSBs, claiming they were “greenwashing platforms”64 for companies and/or 

that the theories of change for improving sustainable production were unclear, and that 

dialogue seems to be their main role. Within civil society, some observed that NGOs are 

obliged by their funders to participate in RSBs, even though they may not see the benefit in 

doing so or have much faith in the RSBs’ credibility. In aggregate, these motivations and 

perceptions could present challenges to RSB long-term credibility and opportunity for 

impact. 

In addition, two topical areas emerged as clear current limitations in the roundtables’ scope: 

consumption and food waste. Most respondents indicated there is little potential for the RSBs 

to address consumption, whereas food waste was seen as a more promising area for future 

roundtable work. For example, the US Life Cycle Analysis (LCA) highlighted food waste as 

 

64 This term refers to an initiative or effort that primarily “make[s] people believe that your company is doing 

more to protect the environment than it really is” (“greenwash.” 2020. In Cambridge Dictionary. Retrieved 15 

November 2020, from https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/greenwash).  
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a tremendous opportunity for improving sustainability across the entire beef value chain 

(Asem-Hiablie et al., 2019). RSBs may be currently limited in addressing food waste issues 

yet could serve as a catalytic forum for developing relevant projects outside of roundtable 

activities. 

 Discussion  

 Roundtables for Sustainable Beef (RSBs) as Non-State Market Driven (NSMD) 

Initiatives 

This chapter aimed to understand the current and potential governance structures, actions, 

and perceived sustainability impacts and limitations of the roundtables for sustainable beef. 

Employing Bernstein and Cashore’s NSMD framework helped to systematically explore the 

extent to which RSBs possess and/or differ from the five defining characteristics of NSMD 

governance systems and the three phases they move through towards achieving “political 

legitimacy” (termed “Phase III”) (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007). It is important to note that 

Bernstein and Cashore (2007) distinguish “political legitimacy” from the broader concept of 

legitimacy which signifies that “…actions of an entity [are] ‘desirable, proper, or 

appropriate…’” (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007 quoting Suchman, 1995, p. 574). In contrast, 

“political legitimacy…concerns the acceptance of a governance relationship, where 

commands ought to be obeyed” (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007, p. 351). The NSMD framework 

focuses on the process of community interaction, shared learning, and norm-formation as the 

basis for community members to “grant authority” to the emergent governance system 

(Bernstein & Cashore, 2007, p. 351). The evolutionary process that emergent non-state 

governance systems go through to achieve political legitimacy is important to understand 

because it indicates the system has become mainstream as opposed to niche. It indicates the 

NSMD system has achieved participatory saturation across stakeholders within the sector and 

is recognized as the appropriate forum to debate, resolve, and advance sector-specific policy 

issues (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007). This section explores the RSBs through the NSMD 

characteristics to assess where RSBs are on the evolutionary spectrum. The NSMD 

framework is later applied in Section 4.6 to REDD+ and zero-deforestation commitments to 

similarly understand the evolution of those efforts towards ‘political legitimacy’ for the 

reasons described above.  
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In examining the characteristics of RSBs through the NSMD rubric, some national RSBs—

Mexico and Colombia, in particular—diverge slightly from the NSMD governance system 

definition and the first characteristic. Mexico and Colombia RSBs involve participation and 

support of national policy makers as part of their stakeholder community. Therefore, it could 

be argued that state participation imparts some degree of policy-making ability and/or 

authority (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007). Of the five NSMD characteristics, all RSBs most 

closely embody NSMD governance systems’ second characteristic of generating “collective 

goals and values…in which adaptation, inclusion, and learning occur over time and across a 

wide range of stakeholders” (Bernstein and Cashore 2007, p. 349). While this paper does not 

seek to compare RSBs to other commodity roundtables, RSBs are unusual in that they 

embrace an inclusive, sector-wide approach focused on continuous improvement rather than 

a fixed certification standard that only a subset of the sector can attain. In this way, RSBs also 

lack the full expression of the third NSMD governance system characteristic of 

“[certification] for compliance to an NSMD system” (Bernstein and Cashore 2007, p.350). 

RSB leadership respondents indicated they did not intend to pursue a certification standard or 

label and instead were in favor of a continuous improvement model exemplary of the second 

NSMD governance system characteristic. This type of sector-wide continuous improvement 

approach, it was argued by some respondents, embodies a more mainstream approach as 

compared to a standards-based certification system which is seen as more niche. Both of 

these systems have their challenges when it comes to achieving Phase III of ‘political 

legitimacy’(Bernstein & Cashore, 2007). According to some respondents, a bottom-up 

continuous improvement approach is not seen as stringent enough to demonstrate significant 

early impact which some respondents indicated was a pre-requisite to earn their participation 

and support. A standards-based certification approach risks being inaccessible (e.g., too 

expensive, too difficult) (Fransen, 2011) for the majority of the sector and risks being 

inefficient and niche in terms of widespread adoption (Bitzer et al., 2008).  

The NSMD governance system’s fourth characteristic regarding reconfiguration of markets 

and an “attempt to ameliorate global problems” (Bernstein and Cashore 2007, p. 350) has yet 

to be fully realized since sustainability efforts are still underway. Some argue that the notion 

of sustainable cattle production is not possible to attain, or at least not in comparison to plant-

based proteins (Poore & Nemecek, 2018). However, the RSBs’ objective of engaging the 

entire sector rather than a high-performing subset of actors fits the essence of market 
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reconfiguration as defined in a NSMD governance system (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007). 

None of the RSBs yet feature the fifth NSMD governance system characteristic of developing 

mechanisms for addressing compliance (Bernstein and Cashore 2007, pp. 349-350). 

One of the concerns that often arises in relation to NSMD governance systems is whether the 

fiduciary responsibility of participating companies undermines their ability to act in 

accordance with other non-financial, voluntary priorities such as sustainability goals. As 

Bernstein and Cashore point out, “this conundrum…is frequently cited…to argue that NSMD 

governance systems will never be effective” (p. 354). They posit that learning how political 

legitimacy develops—through a series of three phases—helps to “[address] the paradox of 

why profit-maximizing firms would ever agree to abide by a non-state political authority that 

increases burdens and shapes their behavior” (p. 354). 

The first phase of ‘initiation’ encompasses nascent interest in an NSMD governance system 

followed by cost-benefit analyses by potential civil society and industry stakeholders 

(Bernstein & Cashore, 2007, pp. 355-357). Bernstein and Cashore (2007) describe this group 

of early adopters as a “‘political community’…all of whom benefit from addressing global 

problems” which leads them to identify shared interests and build relationships to collectively 

address those problems. To do so on any sort of significant scale requires enlisting broader 

interests (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007, p. 357). 

The second phase of ‘building widespread support’ is influenced by a number of 

‘countervailing dynamics’ associated with different types of NSMD governance system 

constituencies (e.g., private sector, civil society) and factions within those constituencies, and 

their behavior. Whether or not to build widespread support and under what conditions 

depends upon different constituents’ perceptions of the relative benefits, perceived costs, and 

impacts. For example—and central to the potential sector-wise impacts that RSBs could 

have—Bernstein and Cashore point out that a subset of participating firms weigh their desire 

for building support against the financial premiums and competitive advantage they get from 

producing a distinct ‘niche’ product (2007, p. 358). Another subset of firms sees building 

widespread support as proliferating “appropriate business practices” and therefore are in 

favor. These behaviors were also reflected in our results. Some respondents indicated they 

see RSB membership as a way of distinguishing their products from the rest of the market, 
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whereas others called for roundtables to be less competitive and more focused on sharing best 

practices and lessons learned to improve sector-wide impact.  

This second phase is particularly challenging from an impact-at-scale perspective. Creating a 

high-bar, and often expensive certification process excludes a portion, if not a majority, of the 

sector that the system is seeking to change. The stated rationale among RSB leadership for 

not creating the more common commodity roundtable standard and certification program is 

precisely to move away from a ‘boutique’ approach to sustainability. The RSBs claim to 

“start where producers are” and provide resources and support to incrementally improve their 

sustainability over time. Presumably, this approach could help to build widespread support 

among private sector constituents but may have detrimental effects for building support 

among civil society groups that prefer to set a standard and increase the number of producers 

that meet that standard over time (Bernstein and Cashore, p. 358-359). The present results 

reflected similar differentiation of civil society interests ranging from those that were highly 

supportive of and engaged in RSBs, and others that were more critical of voluntary, non-

standard-setting approaches. However, even in the context of standard-setting certification 

roundtables, the evidence of significant sustainability impacts remains mixed (K. M. Carlson 

et al., 2018; Newton et al., 2015; Van Der Ven et al., 2018).  

Finally, phase three is achieving ‘political legitimacy’ which Bernstein and Cashore, (2007) 

define as “the acceptance of shared rule by a community as appropriate and justified” (p. 

348). Hallmarks of this phase include the diverse community of relevant stakeholders 

recognizing the legitimacy of the NSMD governance system as a forum to “advance 

interests” and to “mediate disputes and address policy problems” (p. 361). In this phase, the 

questions are no longer whether the NSMD governance system should exist or whether it can 

be effective at solving problems, but rather how diverse stakeholders can work 

collaboratively within the NSMD governance system to ensure its effectiveness. Citing 

Sasser (2002), Bernstein and Cashore point out that some civil society groups will not grant 

legitimacy “until the on-the-ground effects are shown to improve environmental and social 

integrity” (p. 359). This could create a paradox in that members of an NSMD governance 

system cannot consistently or uniformly achieve social and environmental improvements 

without NSMD governance system stakeholders, including civil society, fully engaging in the 

problem-solving that seems to be a characteristic of the political legitimacy phase. While 
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these phases may represent the observed norms of NSMD governance, interventions to foster 

political legitimacy early on may enable NSMD governance approaches to have an impact 

sooner. 

Using this three-phase system as a benchmark, it seems that the longest-established 

roundtables (i.e., GTPS, GRSB, CRSB, USRSB) are in Phase II of continuing to build 

widespread support and through that, continuing to develop their collective aims. Colombia 

and Mexico, by contrast, are still in the initiation phase. Although, Mexico’s roundtable 

involves policymakers as stakeholders with an eye towards informing complementary policy 

measures to the voluntary continuous improvement program. Involving state actors in its 

process may confer a greater degree of validity from the start, making it that much easier for 

the Mexico roundtable to evolve towards the third phase of political legitimacy.  

As some interview respondents indicated, the process of building widespread support at a 

truly global level for the sector would entail roundtable proliferation in major beef- and 

cattle-producing countries like China and India. Therefore, while it may be possible for RSBs 

to achieve political legitimacy at national levels, doing so at the global market or sectoral 

level could present a much greater challenge. 

4.5.1.1 Governance and Actions 

All RSBs are currently structured as multi-stakeholder initiatives, although with different 

processes for engagement. While there was broad agreement that a multi-stakeholder process, 

is important to inform a sector-wide approach and to foster credibility, many respondents 

expressed frustration with the inefficiencies of a diverse and collaborative approach to 

pursuing sustainability in the sector. The impetus for a multi-stakeholder initiative (beyond 

some RSBs subscribing to the ISEAL Standards-Setting Code) can be a result of companies 

responding to global and often “competing demands…driven by political, legal, economic or 

social pressures” (Vieira et al., 2016, pp. 5–6). Interviews provided additional insights into 

this motivation: specifically, that the RSBs were formed to address two primary concerns. 

First, to provide a platform and sustainability approaches that reflect the complex nature of 

the beef and cattle industries rather than replicating existing commodity roundtable 

certification approaches. Second, to respond to criticism and growing consumer concern 

around beef and dairy sustainability. 



 

 

134 

 

The national RSBs are at different stages of implementation. Some have developed criteria 

and indicators which industry members can use to advance their individual actions and 

measure progress. Other roundtables are still forming and have not yet agreed on criteria and 

indicators. Brassett et al. (2012) observed that other sustainable commodity roundtables, “by 

maintaining de jure autonomy from governments have been able to project themselves as 

commercially neutral and move further and faster in agreeing the standards against which 

producers will be certified” (Brassett et al., 2012). This observation holds for all of the RSBs, 

except for Colombia’s roundtable, which is government-led. This autonomy may enable 

greater efficiency, although at some future point it may be useful to compare Colombia’s 

government-led roundtable with other autonomous RSBs to assess efficiency and 

effectiveness of different approaches. 

Many respondents expressed frustration with the inefficiencies of a multi-stakeholder 

consensus-driven process, although judgements about efficiency are presumably in 

comparison to a different model, each of which would have its pros and cons. While the 

RSBs differ in approach from other commodity roundtables, the continued proliferation of a 

multi-stakeholder approach to enhancing commodity sustainability seems to indicate this is 

an attractive model. As the interview and survey results show, an industry association model 

may lack legitimacy and credibility. To enhance the quality of dialogue and decision-making, 

and to make clear the rationale for a multi-stakeholder approach to roundtable members, RSB 

leadership may benefit from drawing upon the research on multi-stakeholder dialogue, 

collaboration, and consensus-building. Drawing upon relevant literature on multi-party 

negotiations and consensus-based decision-making may help RSB leadership communicate 

the rationale for such an approach to their current and prospective members, as well as to 

stakeholders in countries that are considering whether to establish a national roundtable. 

According to Zartman, negotiation is a “positive-sum” process in which parties’ interests 

converge into a single outcome (Zartman, 1977). Each party in a consensus-based process 

can effectively veto or choose an alternative to reaching a consensus agreement (Fisher & 

Ury, 2011). Therefore, while often criticized as challenging and inefficient, it is safe to 

assume the consensus-based outcome was preferable to all parties than any other individual 

or collective outcome they could have chosen (Zartman, 1977). Of course, different 

stakeholders could work independently on the issue of sustainability in the beef and cattle 

industry, but they do not do so presumably because that would produce less-desirable 
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outcomes than a multi-stakeholder consensus process. The process of convening initial multi-

stakeholder dialogue, building diverse participation, and using the forum for collective 

problem-solving reflects the three phases NSMD governance systems go through to achieve 

political legitimacy (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007). 

It may be helpful for RSB leadership to understand and communicate the effects of multi-

stakeholder consensus processes, as summarized by Innes (2004) in response to various 

critiques of this processes:  

…it can produce joint learning, intellectual, social, and political capital (Gruber, 1994), 
feasible actions, innovative problem solving, shared understanding of issues and other 
players, capacity to work together, skills in dialogue, shared heuristics for action 
(Booher and Innes, 2002; Connick and Innes, 2003; Unknown, 2003; Innes et al., 1994; 
Innes and Booher, 1999a, 2003; Ostrom, 1990). It can include new ways for players to 
understand and reframe their identities in relation to a larger picture (Connick and 
Innes, 2003; Innes and Connick, 1999) and in a way contingent on others’ identities 
(Innes, 2004, p. 8). 

Other scholars emphasize the need for diverse participatory approaches to sustainable 

development, recognizing that developing and implementing appropriate solutions to the 

complexity of global sustainability challenges we face requires collaboration and cooperation 

because no one sector (including via inter-governmental cooperation) can resolve these 

challenges alone (Hemmati, 2002; Kjellén, 2008; Moomaw et al., 2017).  

These effects were confirmed in our results in that all respondents pointed to the roundtables’ 

current primary role as providing a forum for shared learning and information exchange 

which helps build a collective understanding of the issues. The multi-stakeholder consensus-

based process by which they do this will likely continue to yield the above-mentioned effects 

(and political legitimacy) over time which, in turn, will enhance their ability to work 

collaboratively to solve problems and have an impact (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007). 

To the multi-stakeholder nature of commodity roundtables, Brassett et al. (2012) outline 

additional functions of diversified participation including: 1) sharing local knowledge about 

sustainable practices and challenges; 2) avoiding overlapping sets of sustainability standards; 

and 3) fostering legitimacy and accountability through civil society participation (Brassett et 

al., 2012). As RSBs continue to expand and evolve in other countries and regions, it will be 

important to consider potential trade-offs between perceptions of efficiency vs. legitimacy 

and credibility. 
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More broadly, interviews revealed governance and representation challenges, with a lack of 

RSB participation in Africa and Asia, as well as limited engagement from small- and 

medium-sized producers. The challenge of Western-led sustainable commodity roundtable 

efforts is not unique to the beef sector. Other commodity roundtables are perceived as 

‘Western’ initiatives but labeled as ‘global’ initiatives (Brassett et al., 2012). Aside from 

being a representation challenge, lack of engagement from diverse geographic regions is also 

a challenge to having global sustainability impacts. India, in particular, is a top exporter of 

beef and cattle (buffalo) (Khan et al., 2016; USDA Foreign Agricultural Service, 2017, 2021) 

but is currently not involved in an RSB-type initiative, which presents a major gap for global 

sustainability impact. While this bottom-up approach to proliferating the work of RSBs may 

help generate local and national buy-in, it may also undermine claims or perceptions that 

RSBs are having global sustainability impact. 

To manage the challenge of engaging small- and medium-sized holders, “capacity-building, 

education, and awareness-raising programs could facilitate the adoption of better practices by 

producers, lessen their negative impacts, and increase the sustainability of production” 

(Newton et al., 2013). Emerging lessons from smallholder engagement in value chains 

underscores the need for: pilot projects; collaboration on objectives and governance 

structures; “neutral conveners” to catalyze partnerships and projects; and facilitating 

investment in smallholder production efforts (Clinton Global Initiative, 2016).  

 Potential for Sustainability Impacts 

From an environmental perspective, beef supply chains are in many cases associated with 

multiple environmental externalities that, in aggregate, generate a significant sustainability 

footprint (de Vries & de Boer, 2010; Steinfield et al., 2006). Although beef production 

systems vary enormously, many are strongly linked with high levels of greenhouse gas 

emissions, biodiversity loss, land use, and water consumption (Poore & Nemecek, 2018). The 

greenhouse gas emissions per unit weight associated with beef are higher than any other 

animal or plant protein; these emissions are even higher when associated land use change, 

including tropical deforestation, are incorporated into the equation (Ripple et al., 2014). From 

a direct-emissions perspective, efforts to better understand and reduce methane emissions 

from ruminants are underway. The Livestock Research Group project conducted a global 

rumen census to survey samples in 34 countries across a diverse set of production systems. 
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The main finding was that similar methane-producing microbes were consistently found in 

animals globally (Henderson et al., 2015), meaning interventions and technologies aimed at 

reducing methane emissions could have global applicability. The study also found that these 

microbes could be influenced through diet (Henderson et al., 2015) which could present 

opportunities for RSBs to promote production practices that significantly reduce methane 

emissions. 

Indirect emissions and environmental impacts are particularly relevant to tropical forested 

countries such as Brazil, Colombia, and Paraguay. In Brazil, for example, sustainable supply 

chain activities (including, but not limited to, the RSBs) have promoted sectoral and 

corporate change (Vieira et al., 2016) that has contributed to Brazil’s recent ability to 

simultaneously reduce deforestation (De Oliveira Silva et al., 2016; D. Nepstad et al., 2014) 

while becoming the world’s top beef exporter (USDA Foreign Agricultural Service, 2017).  

Zero-deforestation cattle agreements have had limited additionality to supply-chain impacts 

to date (Lambin et al., 2018). Similarly, in the palm oil sector, there have been limited 

documented impacts of certification reducing peatland fires in Indonesia (K. M. Carlson et 

al., 2018). As Bernstein and Cashore point out, NSMD governance systems often offer 

governance opportunities where efforts by national and intergovernmental entities might 

ignite a dispute (2007, p. 354). To be effective and comprehensive, there needs to be greater 

attention on a combination of public and private policy efforts to reduce deforestation 

(Lambin et al., 2018). In this regard, there may be significant future opportunities to learn 

from beef/cattle roundtable efforts in Mexico and Colombia, where policymakers are playing 

an active role. Perhaps future governance mechanisms will represent a hybrid between 

NSMD governance systems and public-private partnerships, which would provide a venue 

for fostering greater coherence, complementarity, and sustainability impacts.  

At the global level, promoting continuous improvement has included developing and 

agreeing to principles and criteria to serve as a “guiding framework for establishing regional 

or country specific indicators and metrics” (Global Roundtable for Sustainable Beef, 2016). 

At the national level, this has included: providing forums or platforms for sharing best 

practices and lessons learned as well as developing indicators and metrics that can be applied 

for self-assessment or verified against in second- or third-party audits.  
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It is too early to fully assess whether RSB efforts are indeed enhancing the sustainability of 

beef supply chains, but many respondents agreed that establishing and agreeing upon global 

principles and criteria as well as national-level indicators and metrics is a first step in that 

direction. Additional measures for improvement were outlined in a recent study authored by 

several RSB members and leaders. These included: 1) the need for scientifically grounded 

frameworks for assessing impacts, 2) more significant engagement of supply chain 

stakeholders, and 3) enhancing stakeholder communication and consumer information 

sharing (Maia de Souza et al., 2017). The results of this study and the stakeholder 

engagement processes outlined in the Maia de Souza et al. (2017) paper point to an iterative 

process by which different stakeholder interests are negotiated to reach incremental 

agreements over time.  

International relations social constructivist scholars would argue that the process by which 

states interact “change(s) identities and interests…” (Bisht, 2008, p. 138; Wendt, 1992) 

which has also been documented within multi-stakeholder interactions (Dewulf, 2007; 

Schultz et al., 2018). The three phases of a NSMD governance system—from initiation to 

political legitimacy—also point to transformation in stakeholder perceptions and interests 

over time (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007). Market pressures and the level of transparency from 

both external and participating civil society groups can also be expected to change over time 

and exert more pressure on RSBs to demonstrate impact. The Cargill and McDonald’s65 

verified sustainable beef pilot projects in Canada and Brazil indicate some members are 

already using the RSB principles and indicators to demonstrate implementation and impact 

more clearly. Yet there is not yet scientific literature on these verification efforts, only media 

articles announcing the first-ever project to implement the GRSB principles and criteria in 

Canada (McDonald’s Canada, 2016; Radke, 2016). 

Relative to environmental dimensions, the social aspects of sustainability are not seen as 

highly prioritized in the RSBs. This is where setting a minimum criteria threshold (e.g., 

excluding producers that use forced labor) (Nepstad et al., 2006) and finding ways to engage 

 

65 See: https://news.mcdonalds.ca/stories/first-ever-pilot-verify-sustainable-beef-canada-concludes  
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small- and medium- producers whose livelihoods depend on livestock could be useful for 

enhancing the roundtables’ multi-dimensional sustainability impacts.  

To further demonstrate credibility and impacts, RSBs may consider adopting ISEAL’s 

Impacts Code which calls for subscribers to: 1) be explicit about intended impacts and 

outcomes; 2) articulate strategies for how these will be achieved; and 3) gather evidence to 

evaluate impact and identify improvements over time (ISEAL Alliance, 2014). If one 

considers RSBs as cross-sector partnerships, van Tulder et al. (2016) contend that, 

…there is an urgent need for cross-sector partnership research to pay greater attention 
to the monitoring, reporting, and evaluation of the outcomes and impacts on social 
problems of partnerships. This is necessary to inform and support the legitimacy and 
credibility of partnerships as an effective and efficient approach to solving complex 
social and environmental issues, as well as in determining their necessary limits (van 
Tulder et al., 2016, p. 2). 

As RSB activities continue to unfold, improved monitoring and evaluation of their 

activities and impacts can help inform their ongoing evolution and growth, and tools 

such as the Impacts Code may be a useful step in that direction.  

4.5.2.1 Finding Middle Ground in the Continuum from Continuous Improvement to 

Certification 

Many respondents underscored the need for RSBs to embrace the notion that they are 

establishing a sustainability standard and that eventually they will need to promote or 

facilitate third-party verification against that standard. For example, the GTPS could serve as 

a “stepping stone” that bridges between single-dimension (e.g., zero-deforestation) initiatives 

and more holistic sustainability standards (e.g., Rainforest Alliance/Sustainable Agriculture 

Network (RA/SAN) certification)—perhaps acting as a platform for scaling up adoption of 

the RA/SAN standard. 

Respondents shared multiple reasons for not pursuing a certification standard. First, there was 

a desire to engage the full sector and avoid “considerable time and cost…[without] the 

benefits in terms of price premiums or market access…” (Walker et al., 2013). Second, other 

commodity roundtable and certification approaches have come under increasing scrutiny by 

scientists and NGOs (e.g., (Laurance et al., 2010); Scientists’ Statement on RSPO’s Revised 

Principles and Criteria; Greenpeace’s “Certifying Destruction”). Third, multiple respondents 

indicated that one of the reasons for adopting a continuous improvement approach rather than 
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certification was their observation that the scientific literature indicated that certification in 

other sectors (e.g., soy, palm) had only had mixed success, with varying degrees of sectoral 

adoption and measurable impact (Cattau et al., 2016; Garrett et al., 2016; Tayleur et al., 

2017), and with total certified crop area estimated at 1.1 percent of global croplands (Tayleur 

et al., 2017). While these may present valid concerns about pursuing a certification approach, 

in comparison to palm, timber, pulp, and soy, the cattle industry’s corporate commitments lag 

far behind (Donofrio et al., 2017) while their annual tropical forest loss may be more than 

five times that of the above-mentioned commodities (Henders et al., 2015). Despite 

respondents’ concerns about certification, both the results of this research and the examples 

of verification pilot projects seem to point to a de facto standard, with resulting sustainability 

claims being made by some RSB members. Without carefully considering how to best 

manage this evolution, the RSBs’ future credibility may be at stake. To have impact and build 

credibility, RSBs may need to find middle ground along the continuum between self-assessed 

voluntary continuous improvement and certification. 

As RSBs consider options for providing assurance, it may be useful to draw upon existing 

verification initiatives and guidance. For example, Unilever’s Sustainable Agriculture Code 

provides a comprehensive self-assessment tool for farmers to determine the sustainability of 

raw materials (King et al., 2010) which could prove useful for fostering sector-wide 

verification consistency. The International Organization for Standardization (ISO) also 

provides guidance on environmental self-declared claims and lifecycle declarations. For self-

declared claims of “sustainability” ISO indicates, “whichever definition of ‘sustainability’ is 

used, we are still some way off having internationally agreed benchmarks for the minimum 

economic, social and environmental performance that would indicate a product had been 

manufactured in a truly ‘sustainable’ manner”; and ISO 26000:2010 requires “that self-

declared claims of achieving sustainability shall not be made” (Dee et al., 2012, p. 11). ISO’s 

guidance on lifecycle declarations may be applicable as they are intended to be used for 

“independently verified life-cycle” data or impact assessments based on “predetermined 

parameters” and overseen by an entity such as an “industrial sector or trade association” 

(Environmental Labels and Declarations: How ISO Standards Help., 2012, p. 22). 

RSBs have aimed to create a low barrier to entry, especially for small and medium 

producers—which has also been a challenge for palm and soy roundtables (Garrett et al., 
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2016) and by encouraging and facilitating sustainability improvements across the entire 

sector. As a model for sector-wide sustainability, it is still too soon to analyze the RSB 

model’s effectiveness in comparison to certification or to other models such as the territorial 

performance approach66 (Nepstad et al., 2014) or Zero Deforestation Zones67 (Meyer and 

Miller, 2015) which would entail much greater integration of supply chain, as well as 

regulatory and financial institutions. These models may be useful to consider as RSBs 

proliferate and evolve to include additional actors and sectors. The Mexico and Colombia 

roundtables, which include public sector engagement, could prove to be useful models for 

existing and new RSBs. In the interim, diverse stakeholders collectively raising attention and 

awareness on sustainability issues related to beef and cattle across the sector may foster 

incremental sustainability impacts over time, as existing RSB members advance national 

implementation and recruit more members. 

 Limitations 

Respondents referenced two major limitations of the RSBs: consumption and food waste, 

both of which have significant sustainability implications. According to World Resources 

Institute (WRI), “demand for animal-based food is expected to rise by 80 percent between 

2006 and 2050, with beef specifically increasing by 95 percent. Some of this growth in 

demand will support health and welfare gains, but much of it will be driven by 

overconsumption of food” (Ranganathan et al., 2016, pp. 2–3). At the same time, consumer 

concern about the sustainability of the beef and dairy industries is growing in many places, 

accompanied by a growing body of evidence that reducing consumption of these products is 

one of the more immediate and effective ways for consumers to reduce their personal carbon 

 

66 Nepstad et al. (2014) define territorial performance approach to deforestation is where “the geographical unit 

of intervention [is] the county instead of the individual farm” as a way to “stimulate collective action to reduce 

deforestation” (Nepstad et al. 2014, p. 1119).  

67 Meyer and Miller (2015) define Zero Deforestation Zones (ZDZ) as a “solution…that leverages existing 

private commitments and certifications, strong governance and REDD+ and incorporates all relevant actors, 

crops, policies, and infrastructure that drive deforestation. Companies would preferentially source commodities 

adhering to their zero deforestation requirements from jurisdictions that have established REDD+ programs and 

are on a downward trajectory toward zero emissions from deforestation by 2020.” (pp. 560-561).  
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footprints (Wynes & Nicholas, 2017). More broadly, a growing body of evidence points to 

the need to decrease consumption (and therefore production) of beef in order to effectively 

tackle climate change and land use challenges. These projections represent both an economic 

opportunity and a sustainability challenge for the beef industry.  

The self-interest and fiduciary responsibilities of industry members are unlikely to provide 

any motivation to address the consumption side of sustainable beef, other than by countering 

trends of reduced beef consumption with sustainability claims, and—for non-producer 

supply-chain actors—perhaps by diversifying into the “clean meat”68 market. As with any 

multi-stakeholder process, there are different motivations and interests for participating. As 

Bernstein and Cashore point out, there are different motivations within industry—some see 

alignment with their own business values, others see participation as a competitive 

advantage, and still others are fearful of participating at all (2007, p. 358). These different 

interests were also reflected in our results, and most industry respondents reflected a 

combination of these motivations. 

Within civil society, there are some individuals that believe in the potential for RSBs (or 

NSMD governance systems more broadly) to have social or environmental impact. Others 

participate to more strongly advocate their agencies’ position or to have influence in “raising 

the bar” over time (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007, p. 358-359). As indicated in our results, still 

other NGOs participate simply because their funders expect them to do so. These mixed 

motivations for participating will ultimately affect the ability of RSBs to achieve political 

legitimacy which, in turn, affects their ability to be effective in having significant social and 

environmental impact (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007, p. 359).  

Food waste, on the other hand, occurs across the value chain (production, post-harvest 

handling and storage, processing, and distribution) and is not limited to retail or consumer 

loss (Gustavsson, Cederberg, Sonesson, Van Otterdijk, and Meybeck, 2011). Although meat 

product “waste at the consumption level makes up approximately half of total meat losses 

and waste” (Gustavsson et al., 2001, p. 8) there is still opportunity for RSB members to 

 

68 The term “clean meat” refers to animal meat that is lab-grown rather than produced from livestock animals. 

Other terms include “cultured meat” or “lab-grown meat.” See Paul Shapiro, Clean Meat: How Growing Meat 

Without Animals Will Revolutionize Dinner and the World (New York: Gallery Books, 2018).  
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reduce food waste earlier in the value chain. Our interviews indicated that RSBs have not yet 

tackled food waste, but that it could be a future area of activity and impact. Indeed, 

addressing food waste is a criterion under the GRSB: “Food waste is reduced throughout the 

value chain, reusing and recycling wherever practicable” (GRSB, 2014). So, while food 

waste was perceived by respondents as a limitation, the criteria provide an explicit 

opportunity for RSBs and their members to address the issue and further their ability to have 

greater sustainability impacts. 

 Exploring the evolution from state-driven to multi-stakeholder efforts to 

reduce deforestation   

As described above in section 4.5.1, the ultimate expression (or Phase III) of non-state market 

driven (NSMD) systems is for them to reach a critical mass with regard to stakeholder 

participation from the sector at hand. This entails that stakeholders recognize the NSMD 

system as the appropriate venue for sector-specific policy development and debate—what 

Bernstein and Cashore call “political legitimacy” (2007). In short, the system becomes 

mainstream as opposed to niche. Assuming that mainstream participation and widespread 

recognition of authority are the ultimate expression of NSMDs, then the characteristics they 

possess and phases they move through to become so are fundamental to their potential for 

impact. The emphasis is on their potential, since evidence to date shows little to no effects 

from NSMDs in significantly reducing deforestation in a lasting manner (Lambin et al., 2018; 

Van Der Ven et al., 2018) unless they are part of a comprehensive portfolio approach to 

addressing deforestation which includes policy measures (Gibbs et al., 2015.; D. Nepstad et 

al., 2013, 2014). Although, NSMDs’ future potential may hinge on more widespread uptake 

(Van Der Ven et al., 2018)—emphasizing the importance of understanding how they evolve 

from niche to mainstream.  

This section (4.6) applies the NSMD framework’s characteristics and phases as a way of 

exploring the evolution of multi-actor efforts to reduce deforestation: from a state-driven 

approach of reducing emissions from degradation and deforestation (REDD+) to more recent 

voluntary private sector efforts. This includes commodity roundtables such as the RSBs and 

zero-deforestation commitments (ZDCs)—both of which represent multi-stakeholder 

collaborative processes. The resulting insights are then used to strengthen aspects of SD 

diplomacy.  
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The results of Chapter 3 show two types of REDD+ parallel complementary initiatives 

(PCIs): 1) early implementation platforms (EIPs) which were multi-stakeholder in nature, and 

provided technical guidance, early financing, and fostered engagement between diverse 

stakeholders and individuals that served as REDD+ negotiators (under the UNFCCC); and 2) 

informal policy dialogues (IPDs) involved primarily REDD+ negotiators, in their unofficial 

or personal capacities, for off-the-record discussion of technical or policy options and to 

explore topics and questions that were timely and salient to the ongoing REDD+ 

negotiations. For decades, international relations scholars deliberated over the role of non-

state actors in global governance (Arts, 2006; Keohane & Nye, 2011), debating the 

importance and influence of what they termed ‘non-state actors’ (Arts, 2000, 2006; Held & 

McGrew, 2002; Stengel & Baumann, 2017) in shaping international agreements and policy. 

More recently, there is greater acknowledgement that non-state actors, and related processes 

they engage in, play diverse roles in informing and shaping international norms, negotiations, 

agreements, implementation, and outcomes (Arts, 2000, 2006; Held & McGrew, 2002; Kirk 

et al., 2004; Stengel & Baumann, 2017).  

REDD+ EIPs, while multi-stakeholder in nature, were created in service to a state-centric 

approach to reducing tropical deforestation negotiated by member states under the UNFCCC. 

The resulting REDD+ mechanism was an intergovernmental agreement between participating 

REDD+ countries (those undertaking measures to reduce domestic deforestation) and donor 

countries (those financially supporting REDD+ country efforts to reduce deforestation). 

While it is argued that REDD+ was originally designed as a type of market-based 

conservation instrument (Fletcher et al., 2016), the supporting complementary infrastructure 

(e.g., a global carbon market) has not emerged (Angelsen et al., 2017). As a result, REDD+ 

implementation no longer reflects that original market-based hallmark (Angelsen et al., 

2017). While Chapter 3 showcases REDD+’s relative prominence in the Paris Agreement, the 

design, development, and early implementation of REDD+ was (and is) not without 

controversy (Dooley et al., 2011; Phelps et al., 2012; Streck, 2020). REDD+ EIPs such as 

UN-REDD and FCPF created processes to facilitate input and engagement from diverse non-

governmental stakeholders including Indigenous Peoples groups; non-governmental 

organizations; and scientific, financial, and legal experts (Forest Carbon Partnership Facility, 

2013; UN-REDD Programme - UN-REDD Programme Collaborative Online Workspace, 

n.d.). 
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Over the course of implementing REDD+ in participating tropical forested countries, it also 

became clear that certain commodities (e.g., palm, soy, cattle) and private sector supply 

chains were still driving increases in tropical deforestation (Henders et al., 2015; Meyer & 

Miller, 2015). Since the REDD+ mechanism was agreed upon in the UNFCCC (and since the 

article Chapter 3 is based upon was published), private sector companies have made public 

commitments to zero-deforestation supply chains (Gardner et al., 2019; Gibbs, et al., 2015; 

Goal 2 | New York Declaration on Forests, 2020; Nepstad et al., 2014; Our Work | Tropical 

Forest Alliance, 2020).69 As REDD+ was implemented in participating countries, it became 

increasingly clear that achieving reductions in deforestation was a result of multiple 

complementary measures—not just REDD+ (Gibbs, et al., 2015; Nepstad et al., 2013, 2014). 

The goal of reducing deforestation and degradation expanded beyond nation-states to other 

market-based sectors and stakeholders. In the words of Neef and Linhares-Juvenal (2018) 

these commitments may represent a “new avenue towards enhanced forest governance” by 

offering a “vision of zero deforestation [that] provides more flexibility to respond to different 

national and corporate needs within sustainable development strategies (Neeff & Linhares-

Juvenal, 2018, p. 6). The supporting multi-stakeholder and private sector commitments that 

emerged to reduce deforestation represent an evolution in the approach to addressing 

deforestation. What once began as building national and sub-national multi-stakeholder 

support for REDD+ through the UNFCCC and EIPs has evolved to include voluntary private 

sector commitments, often in partnership with non-governmental organizations, governments, 

and other stakeholders.  

Such voluntary private sector efforts have included supply chain zero-deforestation 

commitments (ZDCs)(Gibbs, et al., 2015; Lambin et al., 2018; Nepstad et al., 2013, 2014) 

and multi-stakeholder commodity roundtables (Schouten & Glasbergen, 2012). The latter is 

sometimes referred to as “experimentalist governance” for their efforts to employ global 

standards of sustainability without state or international policy intervention (Brassett et al., 

2010). This concept can also apply to ZDCs in the sense that these also represent experiments 

in global governance whereby a standard (zero-deforestation) is committed to by private 

 

69 For a more comprehensive list of zero-deforestation commitments see: 

http://www.fao.org/3/i9927en/I9927EN.pdf  
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sector companies and measured by independent civil society actors (About – NYDF Global 

Platform, n.d.)—all of which is supported by state actors (Our Work | Tropical Forest 

Alliance, 2020; What Is the New York Declaration on Forests?). Using the NSMD 

characteristics and phases, this next section will explore the evolution of two primary 

collaborative efforts to reduce deforestation: REDD+ EIPs (Chapter 3) and ZDCs (focused on 

the New York Declaration on Forests (NYDF)).  

First, a significant part of EIPs’ importance and influence in the UNFCCC REDD+ 

negotiations were their unique characteristics. The first characteristic of NSMD systems is 

they do not “derive governing authority from states nor are they accountable to them” 

(Bernstein & Cashore, 2007, p.349). In the case of EIPs such as UN-REDD Programme and 

the Forest Carbon Partnership Facility (FCPF), they did derive authority from states and 

involved government representatives. As platforms, they were largely accountable to the 

states engaged in them (either donor countries to REDD+ or participating REDD+ countries). 

However, EIPs also derived authority from, and were accountable to, other (non-state) 

stakeholders involved. In this way, EIPs reflect a type of ‘hybrid governance’ (Lemos & 

Agrawal, 2006) between state and non-state in terms of authority and accountability as 

opposed to purely non-state. Similarly, the NYDF is a “voluntary and non-binding 

international declaration” supported by diverse (state and non-state) stakeholders outlining 

collective goals and actions (What Is the New York Declaration on Forests?). Accountability 

to the commitments is supported by the NYDF Secretariat, the Accountability Framework 

Initiative, and through annual and five-year independent assessments (About – NYDF Global 

Platform, n.d.; About the Initiative | Accountability Framework, n.d.; NYDF Assessment 

Partners, 2019) .  

The second characteristic of NSMD systems—that their composition includes diverse 

stakeholders collectively learning, developing, and working towards goals (Bernstein & 

Cashore, 2007, p. 349) does reflect the REDD+ EIPs which engaged government, civil 

society, private sector, and Indigenous Peoples (Climate Initiatives Platform, 2018; Forest 

Carbon Partnership Facility, n.d.; UN-REDD Programme, n.d.). This characteristic is also 

reflected at national levels where implementation of REDD+ involved diverse constituencies 

and stakeholder groups collectively working to determine policies and practices that would 



 

 

147 

 

achieve reduced deforestation and degradation70 (Forest Carbon Partnership Facility, 2013; 

Jagger et al., 2014; R-Package Multi-Stakeholder Self-Assessment of REDD+ Readiness in 

Mozambique, 2017; Rantala & Gregorio, 2014; REDD Implementation Centre, 2016). 

Similarly, subsequent ZDCs also reflect collaboration among diverse stakeholders developing 

and working towards shared goals (Goal 2 | New York Declaration on Forests, 2020; What Is 

the New York Declaration on Forests?, n.d.; Neeff & Linhares-Juvenal, 2018). 

The third characteristic of NSMD systems is that they gain “authority” via their supply chain 

members, each which maintain sovereignty over the choice to certify products or services 

(Bernstein & Cashore, 2007, pp. 349–350) requires further unpacking in relation to REDD+. 

REDD+ did not gain authority through private sector supply chain participants but rather 

national governments agreeing to phases of REDD+ under the UNFCCC (UNFCCC, 2011).71 

This agreement was followed by national government agencies participating in REDD+ 

readiness processes such as the FCPF (Forest Carbon Partnership Facility, n.d.). The 

UNFCCC Cancun agreement combined with REDD+ readiness programs helped support the 

development of supportive national policies and activities (Danon & Bettiati, 2011). REDD+ 

was agreed by country Parties under the UNFCCC and ultimately implemented by 

participating sovereign countries.  

Achieving reduced emissions from deforestation and degradation required a degree of 

“authority” on several levels. First, REDD+ as a concept and mechanism needed buy-in from 

 

70 It is important to note that countries were required to consult stakeholder groups and Indigenous Peoples in 

order to complete their readiness self-assessments towards obtaining multilateral funding through the Forest 

Carbon Partnership Facility. However, there has also been significant criticism of how consultations were 

conducted, the perceptions of national stakeholders, and how their resulting inputs were taken into account. See, 

for instance, this assessment by Cadman, et al. 2016: http://www.mdpi.com/1999-4907/7/10/212  

71 The UNFCCC COP-16 yielded the Cancun Agreements which included the phases of REDD: “…[REDD] 

should be implemented in phases, beginning with the development of national strategies or action plans, policies 

and measures, and capacity-building, followed by the implementation of national policies and measures and 

national strategies of action plans that could involve further capacity-building, technology development and 

transfer and results-based demonstration activities, and evolving into results-based actions that should be fully 

measured, reported and verified’””. See paragraph 73, p. 13: 

https://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2010/cop16/eng/07a01.pdf  
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donor countries and participating tropical forest countries. Second, both donor and 

participating tropical forest countries needed to garner domestic support for REDD+ as an 

authoritative mechanism in order to set policies to plan for and implement REDD+ 

(indicative of NSMD Phase II of ‘building support’)(Bernstein & Cashore, 2007)). From a 

technical perspective, emerging best practice standards for measuring rates of deforestation 

and methods for setting baselines needed to be developed and adhered to for consistent 

reporting across REDD+ projects and countries. Finally, participating REDD+ countries 

needed to work at sub-national levels with local communities to share the concept of REDD+ 

and foster local participation (Practitioner Observations). Related to this, the REDD+ 

mechanism evolved to include expectations around free, prior, and informed consent of those 

communities and Indigenous Peoples (Forest Carbon Partnership Facility, 2013).  

Throughout this evolution of authority of the REDD+ mechanism, there was an ecosystem of 

early implementation platforms (EIPs) that also possessed authority to advise and assess 

countries’ progress on REDD+. This included their readiness plans, access to funding, and 

performance-based payments (Forest Carbon Partnership Facility, n.d.; UN-REDD 

Programme, n.d.). In this way, the NSMD’s third characteristic applies to the levels of 

authority that REDD+ —as a concept and a practice—gained over time (Bernstein & 

Cashore, 2007). For ZDCs such as Goal 2 of the NYDF which deals with agricultural supply 

chains, there is limited evidence to show corporate commitments to zero-deforestation have 

had much of an authoritative effect on supply chains (NYDF Assessment Partners, 2019). 

Reasons for this include: limited visibility into supply chains; where there is exposure to 

deforestation risk, exclusion or lack of transparency among small and medium producers and 

companies that comprise the downstream supply chain; and lack of public reporting including 

standardization of how information is reported (Lambin et al., 2018; NYDF Assessment 

Partners, 2019). The exception to this is where companies adhere to certification standards 

that require specific reporting across their supply chain (NYDF Assessment Partners, 2019). 

Although, the rate of adoption for certification systems among commodity producers remains 

low for a number of reasons including prohibitively high costs of changing practices and 

obtaining certification as compared to switching to a non-commodity crop (Van Der Ven et 

al., 2018). This has meant that certification has yielded little in lasting reductions of tropical 

deforestation (K. M. Carlson et al., 2018; Lambin et al., 2018; Van Der Ven et al., 2018).  In 

contrast to the continuous improvement approach adopted by RSBs, it seems that the 
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reporting requirements to meet certification standards would extend greater authority over 

supply chains—or at least the prospect of benefits from certification compels companies to 

get their suppliers to act in accordance with the standard (Van Der Ven et al., 2018) and to 

provide adequate evidence of doing so, as compared to voluntary zero-deforestation supply 

chain commitments (NYDF Assessment Partners, 2019). 

The fourth characteristic of Bernstein and Cashore’s framework is that these initiatives aim to 

improve sustainability of the industry, thereby “reconfiguring” the current markets (2007, p. 

350). Applying this characteristic to efforts to reduce deforestation, it is clear that the aim of 

REDD+ and supporting EIPs was to reduce deforestation and degradation, thereby improving 

sustainability. However, it was not until REDD+ got underway at national and community 

levels that it became apparent that more work was needed on the demand side to 

‘reconfigure’ markets—particularly with regards to high-deforestation commodities such as 

palm oil, soy, cattle, and timber (Meyer & Miller, 2015). REDD+ was not designed to be a 

market mechanism but rather a results-based payment or pay-for-performance mechanism 

between donor countries and participating tropical forest countries (United Nations Climate 

Change, 2014). Donor countries incented tropical forested countries to preserve their forests 

rather than benefit economically from converting those lands, thereby creating another 

demand-side influence on the preservation rather than destruction of forested lands.  

Over time, voluntary deforestation-related initiatives across agricultural commodities and 

supply chains have emerged with the aim of reconfiguring incentives and requirements 

towards greater sustainability (Tropical Forest Alliance 2020, New York Declaration on 

Forests). While the NYDF has acknowledged that “deforestation will not be eliminated from 

the production of agricultural commodities by 2020”, there have been shifts in companies 

implementing sector-specific efforts on “…agricultural commodities such as palm oil, soy, 

paper, and beef products…” (Goal 2 | New York Declaration on Forests, 2020). Yet it is clear 

from independent assessments of these pledges that implementation to date falls short of any 

significant transformation in supply chains, sectors, or the broader market (Lambin et al., 

2018; NYDF Assessment Partners, 2019; Van Der Ven et al., 2018). 

The last characteristic of NSMD systems is that they develop mechanisms for addressing 

compliance (Bernstein and Cashore 2007, 349–350). Indeed, since REDD+ was designed as a 

pay for performance mechanism, robust measuring, reporting and verification (MRV) 
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approaches were developed to help ensure accurate and transparent reporting on reduced 

deforestation and degradation commitments (see FCCC/CP/2013/10/Add.1 Decision 

14/CP.19, 2014). In addition, and in part via REDD+ EIPs, participating REDD+ countries, 

Indigenous Peoples, and civil society groups sought to devise mechanisms for transparent 

tracking and reporting of REDD+ payments from donor countries (Norman & Nakhooda, 

2014). Within corporate supply chains, mechanisms for compliance are primarily voluntary 

through certification standards and/or self-reporting mechanisms (Lambin et al., 2018). 

However, even with compliance measures (e.g., third-party certification) for participating 

entities (Supply Change, 2015), challenges such as deforestation being displaced (leakage) 

and lack of widespread adoption (Lambin et al., 2018; Van Der Ven et al., 2018) thwart 

progress on the overall goal of reducing commodity-driven deforestation (NYDF Assessment 

Partners, 2019). In the case of zero-deforestation commitments such as the NYDF, there is an 

independent third-party assessment of measured progress against those goals (NYDF 

Assessment Partners, 2019) and an Accountability Framework on offer (About the Initiative | 

Accountability Framework). This additional accountability may provide the learning and 

standardization necessary to achieve political legitimacy (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007; NYDF 

Assessment Partners, 2019). In the case of commodity-driven deforestation in Goal 272, the 

assessment shows that voluntary efforts to eliminate deforestation from commodity supply 

chains has been unsuccessful (Goal 2 | New York Declaration on Forests, 2020).  

Finally, this section will briefly explore the evolutionary phases for REDD+ EIPs and zero-

deforestation commitments (ZDCs) towards the ultimate expression of “political legitimacy” 

(Bernstein & Cashore, 2007). In the case of REDD+ EIPs and more broadly, the 

implementation of REDD+ at large, it seems that this mechanism has moved through 

initiation (Phase I), to building support (Phase II), to political legitimacy (Phase III). Within 

the forums available including multi-stakeholder EIPs, debate on REDD+ as a mechanism to 

reduce deforestation evolved from ‘whether’ to ‘how’. More recently, however, there has 

 

72 NY Declaration on Forests Goal 2: “Support and help meet the private-sector goal of eliminating 

deforestation from the production of agricultural commodities such as palm oil, soy, paper, and beef products by 

no later than 2020, recognizing that many companies have even more ambitious targets” (Goal 2 | New York 

Declaration on Forests, 2020). 
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been growing debate about whether REDD+ remains relevant (Angelsen et al., 2017; Fletcher 

et al., 2016; Redford et al., 2013)(Redford et al., 2013)  considering the scarcity of lasting 

reductions in deforestation based upon implementation to date (Asiyanbi & Massarella, 2020; 

Fletcher et al., 2016). This seems to be less of an indication that REDD+ has devolved into 

Phase II of building support and possibly an indication of a post-political legitimacy phase 

due to an inability to demonstrate significant and lasting reductions in deforestation.  

For voluntary private sector efforts to reduce deforestation (including commodity roundtables 

and ZDCs such as the NYDF), they seem to be in Phase II of ‘building support’ (Bernstein & 

Cashore, 2007). However, the inability to achieve widespread implementation and resulting 

impact may undermine a transition to Phase III of ‘political legitimacy’ (Bernstein &Cashore, 

2007). This may be especially true for ZDCs that originally set a timeframe by which to 

achieve their goals and were unable to do so.73 If this occurs, it may suggest there is a time 

limit to demonstrate impact within Phase II of ‘building support’ before evolving to Phase III 

of ‘political legitimacy’.  

The evolution from a state-centric approach (REDD+) to a portfolio approach of 

complementary measures is reflective of an SD diplomacy approach (Hoogeveen & 

Verkooijen, 2010; Moomaw et al., 2017; D. Nepstad et al., 2014). While the NSMD 

framework is tailored to understanding non-state market driven governance systems, its 

characteristics and phases encapsulate the evolution that occurs when diverse stakeholders 

come together to address a particular kind of problem: one that no stakeholder group can 

solve alone.   

 Conclusions 

 Roundtables for Sustainable Beef 

As RSBs evolve and as each roundtable aims to incorporate social, economic, and 

environmental aspects of sustainability, it is imperative to acknowledge there is currently no 

global benchmark against which to compare impacts over time. Considering each roundtable 

has a slightly different approach and set of priorities, it may be useful to develop a 

 

73 Both the New York Declaration on Forests and the Tropical Forest Alliance originally set 2020 as the target 

year for eliminating deforestation from supply chains.  
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comprehensive, evidence-based framework of the sector’s sustainability impacts to more 

readily and objectively assess improvements. This may provide an opportunity for the 

scientific community—social scientists, environmental scientists, livestock scientists, and 

economists—to play an active and collaborative role to inform and advance the work of the 

RSBs. The future impact pathways identified in this chapter may help to inform hypotheses 

that could be tested by researchers, to understand and quantify the impacts of RSBs as (and 

when) they make more concrete progress towards changed practices at scale. 

Lack of truly global representation in the roundtables may be a limitation to achieving 

sustainability impact. Research to compare other commodity roundtable memberships and 

identifying lessons learned from more globally representative sustainability initiatives may be 

useful to inform the RSBs’ future engagement strategy. To address some of the concerns 

about the efficiency of a multi-stakeholder approach, it may be useful to assess the RSB 

model against other governance and engagement mechanisms. There may also be an 

opportunity to draw insights from comparing the different governance approaches of the 

national RSBs. 

The RSBs intend to catalyze and build momentum for sectoral sustainability. In the future, 

other industry commitments and activities for sustainable beef and livestock may eventually 

surpass the actions of the RSBs. The work of the RSBs might then transform into one that 

provides ongoing multi-stakeholder input and with it, continued legitimacy and credibility. 

For now, the RSBs are playing a role in sector-wide dialogue, adoption of better practices, 

and—increasingly—movement towards de facto standards. While the RSBs do not currently 

envision bestowing the label of sustainability on any of their members’ products, as the 

research (and more recent actions and announcements) show, this may not prevent individual 

members from making such claims. Whether and how the RSBs will collectively manage this 

behavior—recognizing that some members see this as a problem—presents an ongoing 

governance discussion for RSB stakeholders which mirrors wider debates about the merits of 

standards vs. continuous improvement for shepherding in the transformations needed for a 

sustainable future. 

 Evolution towards a portfolio approach to reducing deforestation  

Efforts to reduce deforestation have evolved from state-driven (REDD+), to private-sector 

approaches (commodity certification and ZDCs). To date, neither REDD+ nor voluntary 



 

 

153 

 

market-driven supply chain approaches have been able to significantly and consistently curb 

rates of deforestation (Donofrio et al., 2017; Goal 2 | New York Declaration on Forests, 

2020; Lambin et al., 2018). According to Bernstein and Cashore (2007), no NSMD system 

has reached the pinnacle level of ‘political legitimacy’ and recent studies have shown that 

NSMDs still suffer from lack of broad participation from the sector at hand (i.e., they remain 

niche and not mainstream) (NYDF Assessment Partners, 2019; Van Der Ven et al., 2018). 

However, where state, non-state, and multi-stakeholder approaches have been combined, 

their efforts to reduce deforestation have been more successful (Meyer & Miller, 2015; 

Nepstad et al., 2013, 2014; Umunay et al., 2018). Linking REDD+ and voluntary private 

sector commitments represents a portfolio approach and evolution reflective of SD diplomacy 

(Hoogeveen & Verkooijen, 2010; Moomaw et al., 2017). SD diplomacy diagnostics call for: 

“engaging multiple state and non-state stakeholders…identify[ing] the underlying causes of a 

problem or issue…and [creating] a portfolio of actions that can address the stated goals at a 

level of complexity that is compatible with the complexity of the problem” (Moomaw et al., 

2017, pp. 76–77).  

Even with support from EIPs, over time it became clear that a set of intergovernmental 

agreements and mechanisms to reduce deforestation did not provide an adequate solution to 

match the complexity and magnitude of the problem (Moomaw et al. 2017). It became 

increasingly clear that reducing deforestation meant engaging agricultural commodity supply 

chains and the private sector actors within them. This precipitated a string of multi-actor 

zero-deforestation commitments (Neeff & Linhares-Juvenal, 2018). Still, these efforts are—

in the words of Bernstein and Cashore (2007)– 

unable to make a serious dent in ameliorating global problems for two reasons. First, 
solving them requires widespread support. Second, because NSMD systems initially 
attract firms already practicing close to a system’s standards, they make relatively 
limited impact ‘on the ground’ (357).  

It is perhaps the case that national, market-driven, and hybrid multi-stakeholder efforts to 

reduce deforestation are still too limited in their participation and do not adequately respond 

to the complexity of the problem to bring about the required systems change.  

It may be that effectively addressing the problem of deforestation is not about policy 

transformation in the case of REDD+ or market transformation in the case of commodity 

roundtables or ZDCs. For the solution to match the complexity of the problem (Moomaw et 
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al. 2017), the focus must be on systems transformation. This entails a portfolio approach that 

encompasses state and non-state, policy and markets, incentives and disincentives. The 

portfolio needs to go beyond a solution that engages diverse stakeholders and creates near-

term mutual benefits for them. In addition, a portfolio approach needs to go beyond engaging 

stakeholders to facilitating alignment. This applies to stakeholders across the system (not 

solely those in the marketplace or policy arena), by emphasizing the long-term mutual 

benefits of realizing sustainable development.  
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CHAPTER 5 | SYNTHESIS AND CONCLUSIONS 
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5  

 Introduction 

 Negotiation Dynamics and Evolutionary Characteristics and Phases of Multi-

actor Processes in Climate, Forests, and Cattle Production 

This thesis attempts to strengthen sustainable development diplomacy theory and practice. 

Specifically, it set out to contribute to a better understanding of what enables multi-actor 

agreement and collaborative implementation in service to addressing climate change 

(including key drivers of climate change, deforestation and cattle production).  To do this, the 

study examined an inter-related set of multi-actor processes on climate change, forests, and 

cattle production in a multi-disciplinary manner. The thesis drew upon the literatures of 

international relations, multi-party negotiations, and conflict resolution to analyze empirical 

evidence in the three aforementioned contexts. Employing two conceptual frameworks, this 

thesis offers snapshots into several specific multi-actor processes related to three Sustainable 

Development Goals (Climate SDG-13; Life on Land SDG-15; and Sustainable Consumption 

and Production SDG-12). While this study does not apply the conceptual frameworks to other 

empirical contexts such as international trade negotiations, the results from employing those 

models should be applicable to other multi-actor negotiation processes contributing towards 

other Sustainable Development Goals—recognizing that all SDGs are ‘integrated and 

indivisible’ (United Nations General Assembly, 2015).  

In the first step of analysis, this thesis examined how key negotiation dynamics relate to each 

other and to reaching agreement. In doing so, the study empirically grounded and evolved the 

descriptive Policy Dialogue Model, while offering insights into relationships between those 

dynamics in the context of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 

(UNFCCC). In the second step of the analysis, this thesis assessed how those negotiation 

dynamics enable or constrain agreement by taking a more focused look at the multi-actor 

processes on reducing emissions from deforestation and degradation (REDD+). In the third 

step of analysis, this thesis explored the evolutionary characteristics and phases of multi-

stakeholder collaboration processes on cattle and deforestation that underlie their potential to 

contribute to sustainable development.  
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This synthesis chapter is organized in the following manner. First, Section 5.1 provides 

answers to the three research questions outlined in Chapter 1. By answering these questions, 

this section synthesizes main findings of the thesis and contributes to the strengthening of 

sustainable development diplomacy as a theory and a practice.  

Section 5.2 answers the research questions. The following section, 5.3, outlines a suggested 

agenda for further research, based upon the results of this study. Section 5.4 provides 

reflections on the thesis’ research approach and conceptual frameworks including reflections 

on the opportunities and limitations those frameworks afforded. Next, Section 5.5 presents 

reflections on the methods including the choice to employ two conceptual frameworks and 

discusses the author’s role as both a researcher and a practitioner in multi-actor sustainable 

development related processes. Finally, section 5.6 offers policy recommendations based 

upon the thesis’ findings and conclusions. 

 Answering the Research Questions  

 Research Question 1: What are the negotiation factors involved in the UNFCCC 

negotiations? How do those factors relate to each other and to reaching 

agreement? 

The findings from this thesis empirically ground a set of six factors—negotiation dynamics—

central to negotiations in the UNFCCC context, with emphasis on dynamics enabling 

agreement. The negotiation dynamics are: Group Process, Political Context, Negotiation 

Process, Power, Communication, and Data and Information. These six dynamics also reflect 

negotiation “factors” or “variables” outlined in the literatures of multi-party negotiations and 

conflict resolution. These fields have a high degree of convergence on the number and types 

of variables in a multi-party negotiation—these variables are reflected in the revised 

Integrated Negotiations Dynamic Model (INDM). The INDM improves understanding of the 

six dynamics and their 20 sub-factors based upon empirical evidence from the 

intergovernmental negotiation context of the UNFCCC. Drawing from the field of conflict 

resolution to explore intergovernmental UNFCCC negotiations, this research offered insights 

beyond the classic state-actor or negotiations-focused approach.  Results based on negotiator 

and facilitator experiences help to enhance understanding of the dynamics and the roles they 

play in reaching agreement. The results are intended to be useful as a diagnostic—both 

retrospectively and in real-time—to identify key factors in the negotiation and to help 
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diagnose challenges to parties reaching agreement. Diagnostic aspects of the results include 

identification of the negotiation dynamic at play, whether it is enabling or constraining, and 

how these dynamics (and relationships therein) have been leveraged to advance the 

negotiation process. This section presents the results related to answering RQ1.  

First, the original five factors of the Policy Dialogue Model (Ehrmann, 1997) were revised in 

several key ways based upon empirical data from grounding the model in the UNFCCC 

context. Table 9, below, summarizes the significant revisions made based upon empirical 

evidence from the UNFCCC (Chapter 2) and REDD+ (Chapter 3) cases. Also see Figure 3 

for the Integrated Negotiation Dynamics Model (INDM).   
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Table 9. Summary of Revisions from the Policy Dialogue Model to  
the Integrated Negotiation Dynamics Model  

 Policy Dialogue Model 
(PDM) 

Integrated Negotiation Dynamics Model 
(INDM) 

Applicability 
Applicable to informal, 
multi-stakeholder ‘policy 
dialogue’  

Intergovernmental negotiations 

Early Implementation Platforms  

Informal Policy Dialogue 

Context developed/ 

revised 

US multi-stakeholder 
discussions to inform 
environmental policy 

Intergovernmental negotiations under the 
United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC) and multi-
stakeholder negotiation and collaboration 
processes on REDD+ 

Uses Descriptive Descriptive and diagnostic 

     in factors 1 factor described as 
‘Negotiation Dynamics’ 

All factors described as ‘Negotiation Dynamics’; 
original dimension renamed to ‘Negotiation 
Process’  

     in factors Data, Information and 
Communication 

Communication separated from Data and 
Information as distinct dynamic 

     in factors N/A  
Differentiation of sub-elements within 
negotiation dynamics (e.g., domestic vs. inter-
state Political Context)  

Negotiation Cycle Linear Cyclical in the case of UNFCCC 

Relationships 

between factors 

Offers descriptions of each 
factor/dimension 

Offers empirically grounded insights into how 
dynamics relate to each other in negotiation 
context 

How factors 

enable/constrain 

agreement 

N/A  

Offers empirically grounded insights into which 
dynamics were more enabling or constraining to 
reaching agreement across several contexts 
(intergovernmental negotiations under UNFCCC 
and REDD+; early implementation platforms and 
informal policy dialogues on REDD+) 

 

A sixth factor—Communication—was introduced separately from the Data and Information 

dynamic in order to make clear that Communication is linked to all negotiation dynamics. 

This includes interpersonal communication related to Group Process, the communication of 
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domestic and global Political Contexts, the communication of interests, positions, and 

process from the Negotiation Process. In addition, all negotiation factors were renamed 

‘dynamics’ to reflect the respondents’ descriptions of these variables and in-line with the 

term’s definition: “forces or processes that produce change inside a group or system” 

(“Dynamics”, Cambridge Dictionary). As a result, the Policy Dialogue Model’s ‘Negotiation 

Dynamics’ dimension was renamed to ‘Negotiation Process’ which also reflects the cyclical 

process description respondents ascribed to this dynamic (see Chapter 2). Most multi-actor 

negotiation literature describes negotiation as a linear process. However, with complex topics 

such as climate change that involve many Parties (196 in the case of the UNFCCC)(Parties | 

UNFCCC, 2018) the results reflected an ongoing, continuously evolving process. A process 

that is cyclical in nature and is informed by implementation experiences, challenges, and 

insights, which, in turn, shape future agenda items for further negotiation and policymaking. 

Second, one of the knowledge gaps in the existing literature of multi-actor negotiations and 

conflict resolution was a lack of understanding in how these dynamics enable (or constrain) 

agreement. This question was further explored in the REDD+ context (Research Question 2). 

In the UNFCCC context, the results showed that specific aspects of the Group Process 

dynamic were most enabling to reaching agreement. A particular aspect of the Group Process 

dynamic was found to be most enabling—the ability of individual negotiators to build 

relationships and trust with their counterparts from other Parties.74 Following Group Process, 

the results showed that the Negotiation Process dynamic was second most enabling to 

reaching agreement in the UNFCCC. The description of this dynamic closely followed the 

Policy Dialogue Model but was expanded based on the emphasis that respondents placed on 

the design of the negotiation. This included the importance of venue, ease of logistics and 

transportation, and accessibility of appropriate food and beverages—often overlooked details 

but significant to negotiators’ ability to focus on the task at hand. The negotiation design also 

 

74 This result reinforces diplomacy literature which emphasizes the importance of individuals in fostering 

agreement (Ross, 2007). However, how those individual roles relate to the negotiation dynamics and to reaching 

agreement contributes to the understanding of negotiation factors/variables in the fields of multi-actor 

negotiations and conflict resolution.  
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included the roles that UNFCCC COP Presidencies, Chairs, Facilitators, and Secretariat play, 

seen as integral to supporting Parties’ ability to reaching agreement.  

Third, another knowledge gap in the fields of multi-actor negotiations and conflict resolution 

was understanding how negotiation dynamics relate to each other. In the UNFCCC context, 

the results uncovered a chain of relationships between Group Process, Data and Information, 

Negotiation Process, and Political Context dynamics that worked together to enable 

agreement. Specifically, individual trust and relationships among negotiators across 

UNFCCC Parties was linked to greater sharing of Data and Information on their respective 

Party’s underlying interests, position, and domestic Political Context. This, in turn, fostered a 

more collective understanding of potential common ground upon which to build agreement. 

See Figure 4 for a simplified illustration of the results of the study, showing the set of 

relationships between negotiation dynamics that emerged most prominently from the results. 

While it is recognized that negotiations dynamics do not typically play out in such a clean, 

linear fashion as is depicted, the point of Figure 4 is to show negotiation dynamic 

relationships that helped enable agreement, not to show every relationship possible between 

them). In addition, the results and examples in the literature on the UNFCCC negotiations 

(Dimitrov, 2010) indicated four different types of Power, as well as intervals where those 

types of Power relate to other negotiation dynamics in the process. In the UNFCCC context, 

results showed that geopolitical Power was leveraged in the final phase of negotiation before 

reaching agreement, in order to sway other parties’ “votes” in favor of major powers’ 

interests. Hence, this form of Power is depicted on the right side of Figure 4. 

Finally, and as illustrated in Figure 4, this research contributed to understanding of the 

relationship between individuals negotiating and the Parties they are representing. These 

results illuminate a more human-scale dimension of intergovernmental policy negotiations. 

This result contrasts with the emphasis that international relations (Lacy, 2012; Keohane, 

2014) and multi-party negotiation scholars (Zartman, 2002; Crump, 2015; Susskind and Ali, 

2015) put on parties rather than the role of individuals representing them. While not one of 

the main disciplines drawn upon for this thesis, it is worth acknowledging that diplomacy 

literature focuses on the individual roles people play in a negotiation. The emphasis of the 

study was on the negotiation dynamics rather than the role of negotiators/diplomats in them. 

It just so happened that some of the results underscored the importance of individuals 
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especially in relation to leveraging certain negotiation dynamics to foster movement towards 

agreement. This reinforces diplomacy literature, incidentally, but is intended to contribute to 

the understanding across international relations, negotiation, and SD diplomacy (which, 

despite its name, also does not draw heavily from diplomacy literature). It is worth noting 

that the field of conflict resolution already reflects individual roles. The results also go 

beyond the traditional categories—states, non-states, individuals, diplomats—to present a 

more holistic understanding of the negotiation dynamics which do not necessarily adhere to 

the silos placed on them. Results illuminated a continuum between individual and party, 

across which negotiation dynamics play out. In this way, it contributes to both an integrated 

understanding of the negotiation dynamics and an integrated understanding of the individual-

Party spectrum of roles therein. 

The results uncovered a more nuanced understanding of what happens when Parties negotiate 

a public good such as climate change: that individuals—with their own personalities, 

relationship- and trust-building abilities—are critical for creating pathways to finding 

common ground and ultimately reaching agreement. Relationships and trust were at the 

individual, personal level, which then set a foundation upon which they could negotiate their 

Party interests (and presumably defend them). While intergovernmental negotiations such as 

the UNFCCC and REDD+ under the Convention always have to work within the context of 

countries and Parties, these dynamics, especially at individual levels, also create 

opportunities for unexpected outcomes or areas for possible agreement. This finding 

underscores what has been noted in conflict resolution and diplomacy literatures but provides 

insight from an international relations perspective (Hoffman, 2002) that trust and trusted 

relationships among individuals serve to enable agreement among Parties.75 This finding also 

contributes to multi-party negotiation literature which acknowledges relationships and trust 

 

75 As noted in Chapter 2, diplomacy literature does include individual relationships and trust; however, the 

emphasis is on the individual role rather than the dynamics of the negotiation itself. The emphasis of this study 

was on the negotiation dynamics rather than the role of negotiators/diplomats in them. Therefore, it drew from 

international relations (IR), multi-party negotiation, and conflict resolution literatures. However, some of the 

results underscored the importance of individuals. This finding reinforces diplomacy literature, incidentally, but 

is a contribution to IR and multi-party negotiation literatures, in particular.  
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can evolve and play a role (Susskind et al., 1996), mostly in the pre-negotiation stage 

(Zartman, 1989) but does not elaborate on how (Crump, 2015).  

The resulting Integrated Negotiation Dynamics Model presented in Chapter 2 advances 

understanding beyond classic state-actor and negotiations-focused perspectives to 

interpreting the UNFCCC negotiations. By grounding the model in first-hand accounts from 

the negotiations, the INDM offers insights into the negotiation dynamics and how they 

contribute to Parties reaching agreement. The enhanced understanding gained from this study 

is intended to be useful both retrospectively and in real-time to identify and diagnose 

challenges to parties reaching agreement.  

 Research Question 2: How did negotiation factors enable or constrain multi-

actor agreements in REDD+ negotiations and supporting multi-stakeholder 

REDD+ processes? 

To answer this question, the analysis assessed the degree to which negotiation factors 

(dynamics) enabled or constrained agreement on REDD+76 in two types of multi-actor 

negotiations: intergovernmental negotiations under the UNFCCC and multi-stakeholder 

parallel complementary initiatives (PCIs). The former involving only government 

representatives in their official capacities as negotiators on REDD+ under the UNFCCC; the 

latter comprised of diverse participants—civil society, scientific experts, Indigenous Peoples 

representatives, funding institutions, government representatives (including individuals that 

negotiated REDD+ in the UNFCCC), and representatives of international organizations.  

First, the results of the first two steps of analysis showed that Group Process followed by 

Negotiation Process dynamics was most enabling to reaching agreement in the UNFCCC 

context. Group Process and Political Context were most enabling in the REDD+ negotiations 

within the UNFCCC negotiations. Political Context was most constraining in the UNFCCCC 

context (Chapter 2) but seen as both enabling and constraining in the REDD+ UNFCCC 

negotiation context. However, there was more respondent convergence that Political Context 

 

76 Reducing emissions from deforestation and forest degradation and the role of conservation, sustainable 

management of forests and enhancement of forest carbon stocks in developing countries. See: 

https://unfccc.int/topics/land-use/workstreams/reddplus 
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was overall more constraining than enabling in the UNFCCC REDD+ negotiations. 

Similarly, there was more convergence that Group Process was more enabling than 

constraining. For all the attention given to Power in the study of international relations 

(Dimitrov, 2003; Keohane & Nye, 2011; Mearsheimer, 2001; Terhalle & Depledge, 2013) 

and international negotiation, the results of this study showed Power was neither the most 

enabling nor constraining factor for reaching agreement—a finding that contrasts with much 

of the emphasis on this dynamic within the literature. The results of the first two steps of 

analysis showed the most constraining dynamics in the UNFCCC negotiations on REDD+ 

were Political Context (specifically domestic-level) followed by Negotiation Process—

specifically the formation of coalitions trying to control agenda-setting and conjure up 

asymmetries of Power in the one country, one vote context of the UN. 

Second, in the context of early implementation platforms (EIPs) on REDD+, Political 

Context and Power dynamics were most constraining to reaching agreement. Within early 

implementation platforms (EIPs)—and outside of the UNFCCC context of ‘one country, one 

vote,’ which ‘levels the playing field’ (Zartman and Rubin, 2002: p. 22) by offering more 

symmetry of power than the ‘real world’—the traditional geopolitical and donor-recipient 

aspects of Power were more prominent. Outside of institutions such as UNFCCC that foster 

cooperation and diplomacy (Keohane and Nye, 1989; Keohane, 2014), geopolitical factors 

such as Power and global Political Context grew more prominent and constraining to 

agreement in PCI contexts than in the UNFCCC. This finding seems to reinforce neoliberal 

and liberal institutionalist scholars’ argument that international institutions and regimes—

such as the UNFCCC—facilitate cooperation (Keohane & Nye, 2011; Keohane & 

Oppenheimer, 2016). The results of this study suggest that this is in part because the 

UNFCCC tempers geopolitical Power and Political Context more than parallel 

complementary initiatives working on the same topic. In Chapter 2, Political Context and 

Power were the most dominant constraining forces in the UNFCCC in part because that step 

of analysis only examined one context of intergovernmental negotiations in the UNFCCC. In 

the second step of analysis examining REDD+, three different types of contexts—

intergovernmental negotiation, parallel complementary initiatives, and informal policy 

dialogues—emerged that showed how dynamics change depending on the context of the 

interaction. For example, the results showed that Political Context and Power dynamics were 

less significant in informal policy dialogue (IPD). For IPDs, participants engage in their 
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personal capacities, so their interactions are not interpreted as representative of their 

respective state views. In these contexts, Group Process (specifically relationship- and trust-

building), Communication, Negotiation Process (understanding interests) played more 

significant roles. 

Third, investigating negotiation dynamics in the REDD+ context highlighted relationships 

between those dynamics, including a degree of fluidity between enabling and constraining 

negotiation dynamics. The Policy Dialogue Model emphasized primary factors of Political 

Context, Negotiation Dynamics, and Group Process with cross-cutting dimensions of Power 

and Data and Information. Yet, the results in this thesis indicated more parity and 

relationships across all the negotiation dynamics than the original model would suggest, 

hence why the INDM is represented as a hexagon shape with cross-cutting lines to depict the 

relationships between the negotiation dynamics (see Figure 3). This better reflects the results 

which showed that all negotiation dynamics play a notable role and that all dynamics have 

relationships with each other. In understanding the INDM from the perspective of its 

diagnostic potential, the results indicated that if a negotiation dynamic was challenging and 

therefore constraining, drawing upon the strength of one or more enabling negotiation 

dynamic could overcome challenges in the constraining dynamic. Put simply, enabling 

dynamics can be used to overcome constraining ones.  As Figure 9 shows, Power is 

constraining and other negotiation dynamics as less active. In the right figure, enabling 

negotiation dynamics are activated to counter the effects of constraining dynamics.  
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Figure 9.  Comparison of Negotiation Dynamics’ Enabling and Constraining Effects 

 (within REDD+ UNFCCC Negotiations and REDD+ parallel complementary initiatives) 

 

 

In the UNFCCC overall, individual relationships and trust were critical for overcoming 

constraints in the Negotiation Process dynamic. The relationships between these dynamics 

indicate that relationships and trust served as a foundation upon which to build agreement. As 

in Chapter 2, the results from Chapter 3 indicate that strong Negotiation Process design and 

facilitation leadership were important tools for reaching agreement on REDD+ in the 

UNFCCC. Specifically, process design and facilitation were used to enhance the Power 

dynamic among chairs and facilitators. This empowered them to effectively manage the 

negotiations and overcome constraints from other dynamics. While the research on REDD+ 

emphasized the enabling or constraining nature of negotiation dynamics, the results still 

aligned with the theory behind the Integrated Negotiation Dynamics Model (INDM)—that all 

of these negotiation dynamics played significant roles in the intergovernmental negotiations 

on REDD+ within the UNFCCC and within multi-actor parallel complementary initiatives on 

REDD+.  
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Finally, the second study also confirmed that REDD+ PCIs were “very or somewhat 

important and influential to reaching agreement on REDD+” (Results, Chapter 2) in the 

UNFCCC—confirming the role and influence such external multi-stakeholder processes had 

in shepherding an agreement on REDD+ in the UNFCCC. The results show that REDD+ 

emerged not from a single policy forum but rather from an ecosystem of supporting 

initiatives—each of which had their own negotiation dynamics but at the same time did not 

operate in a vacuum. Many participants engaged in one PCI also engaged in others and in 

REDD+ under the UNFCCC. This strengthened relationship- and trust-building aspects of the 

Group Process dynamic and also built a collective body of Data and Information to draw 

from to make informed decisions about what is in a Party’s best interest.  

 Research Question 3: What are the evolutionary characteristics and phases of 

multi-stakeholder collaborations on cattle and deforestation that underpin their 

potential for sustainability impact?  

Chapter 4 explores the multi-stakeholder collaboration processes of the roundtables for 

sustainable beef (RSBs) and multi-actor efforts to reduce deforestation (REDD+ EIPs and 

ZDCs, NYDF77, in particular). As further discussed in Section 5.4, research question 2 (RQ2) 

focused on negotiation dynamics and agreement whereas research question 3 (RQ3) explored 

implementation-oriented multi-actor processes working on sustainability of cattle production 

and reducing tropical deforestation. Therefore, answering RQ3 required a different 

conceptual framework because it examined another aspect of the policy chain: 

implementation post-agreement. The fourth chapter utilized the non-state market driven 

(NSMD) framework (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007) to explore the evolutionary characteristics 

and phases of multi-stakeholder collaboration processes aimed at improving sustainability. 

Most of the emphasis in Chapter 4 is on the RSBs, based upon a previously published study. 

 

77 The New York Declaration on Forests is a “voluntary and non-binding international declaration to take action 

to halt global deforestation.  It was first endorsed at the United Nations Climate Summit in September 2014.  In 

September 2019 the list of NYDF supporters has grown to include over 200 endorsers: national governments, 

sub-national governments, multi-national companies, groups representing indigenous communities, and non-

government organizations. These endorsers have committed to doing their part to achieve the NYDF’s ten goals 

and follow its accompanying action agenda.” See: https://forestdeclaration.org/about 
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However, the characteristics and phases described in the NSMD framework were applicable 

to examine the evolution of multi-actor collaborations to reduce deforestation. The NSMD 

was applied with an eye towards understanding the evolutionary steps these processes move 

through, which underpin their potential for contributing to sustainable development. In this 

case, those contributions include improving sustainability of cattle production and reducing 

tropical deforestation. Both are critical to climate change mitigation and are embedded within 

the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). It is worth reiterating that work on reducing 

deforestation and sustainable cattle production began before the SDGs were negotiated and 

agreed (in some cases, decades beforehand). However, the SDGs provide a global framework 

for understanding the aims and for monitoring progress over time. Therefore, they served as a 

well-understood framing in this thesis.  

Using the NSMD model, the results showed that RSBs and multi-actor efforts to reduce 

deforestation largely embody the five hallmarks of NSMDs: 1) they do not “derive governing 

authority from states nor are they accountable to them”; 2) their composition includes 

“diverse stakeholders collectively developing and working towards goals”; 3) they gain 

“authority” via their supply chain members, each which maintain sovereignty over the choice 

to certify products or services; 4) they aim to improve sustainability of the industry, thereby 

“reconfiguring” the current markets and “[attempting] to ameliorate global problems”78; and 

5) they develop mechanisms for addressing compliance. (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007, pp. 

349-350).  

First, in all cases there is a mix of authority and accountability derived from uniting state and 

non-state actors in a single forum or process. RSBs, REDD+ EIPs, private sector voluntary 

initiatives are not uniform in nature; each has their own approach with accompanying 

derivations of authority and accountability. However, none of them solely derive 

accountability and authority from states. This suggests that there is growing recognition that a 

key characteristic of contributing to sustainable development requires the involvement of 

 

78 As noted in Chapter 4, Section 4.6 in applying the NSMD to multi-stakeholder efforts to reduce deforestation, 

these efforts did not start off with the aim of ‘reconfiguring markets;’ however, the private sector voluntary 

commitments, consumer-facing certifications, and supply chain efforts do represent market shifts, albeit not a 

complete reconfiguration. This is further explored and discussed in Sections 4.6 and 4.7.  
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diverse stakeholders and sectors (reflective of SD diplomacy diagnostic) (Moomaw, et al. 

2017). Results in Chapter 4 also demonstrated evolution from state-centric to multi-

stakeholder approaches to sustainability. The emphasis on diverse participation from 

stakeholders in RSBs, REDD+ EIPs, and private sector voluntary initiatives also reflect the 

second NSMD characteristic: in all three contexts, stakeholders collectively developed goals, 

plans, implementation approaches, and guidance for participating members to follow towards 

improving their sustainability. However, the results and the literature indicate that thus far, 

none of these efforts has gained enough participation to be considered as evolving beyond the 

‘building support’ phase (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007) to becoming mainstream.  

The results highlighted some challenges and potential solutions for doing so. To start, some 

stakeholder groups refuse to participate for fear of “legitimizing” the system before it can 

demonstrate significant sustainability contributions (yet to provide significant contributions 

requires broad support, creating a legitimacy paradox). This may indicate that early 

participation and support are key to evolving the system from niche to mainstream. Next, 

evolution to becoming mainstream requires all relevant stakeholders are engaged. For 

sustainable cattle production, this would entail growth beyond a handful of national 

roundtables and inclusion of top cattle producing countries such as India and China. It may 

also entail expansion beyond purely non-state stakeholders and include policymakers, as in 

the Mexico and Colombia roundtables. By engaging national policymakers, RSBs in Mexico 

and Colombia may be able to break the legitimacy paradox by fostering legitimacy through 

policymaker participation, prior to demonstrating significant sustainability impact. Creating 

this legitimacy, in turn, would hasten their ability to become mainstream, thereby bolstering 

RSBs’ potential for sustainability contributions.  

While RSBs and other non-state governance mechanisms aim to demonstrate voluntary self-

regulation without government intervention, they may be undermining their potential for 

impact by excluding the policy sector. As such, their potential to contribute to sustainability 

will be limited to private sector efforts and may continue to receive criticism from civil 

society for not demonstrating significant sustainability contributions.  

Similarly, for efforts to reduce tropical deforestation to evolve beyond the ‘building support’ 

phase may entail a ‘hybrid’ approach of complementary efforts (REDD+, certification, 

ZDCs). This requires thinking beyond state- vs. non-state to consider how to engage all 
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actors that play a role in the transition towards sustainable systems. For instance, in the case 

of certification and ZDCs, this could include building mainstream support by exploring ways 

to engage beyond highly visible (mostly Western) consumer-facing multinational 

corporations. Besides widespread stakeholder participation, the results pointed to a need to go 

beyond the NSMD characteristic of diverse participation and the SD diplomacy diagnostic of 

engaging stakeholders at all levels. The results indicated that at times, stakeholders were 

working counter to each other and sometimes counter to the collective goals they strive 

towards. To achieve more significant and lasting sustainability contributions, these efforts 

also need to foster diverse stakeholder alignment.   

Second, the results indicated that RSBs embody the characteristic of gaining ‘authority’ over 

supply chain members: members join, participate, and decide the degree to which they will 

implement RSB principles, indicators, and metrics in their own operations, thereby 

maintaining sovereignty over their supply chains. While a portion of national roundtables are 

multi-stakeholder (exclusive of governmental participation), another set of national 

roundtables do include national policymakers (Mexico, Colombia). While this does not 

represent supply chain authority, it indicates that some RSBs have evolved toward a SD 

diplomacy approach to engage diverse stakeholders at all levels (Moomaw, et al. 2017). As 

discussed in section 5.3, future research to compare the efficacy and sustainability impacts of 

RSBs that involve policymakers with those that do not may inform changes to RSBs 

composition. RSBs’ proliferation of national roundtables and continued growth in member 

participation is reflective of the middle phase of NSMD evolution: building support 

(Bernstein & Cashore, 2007). As indicated in Chapter 4, private-sector voluntary approaches 

to improving sustainability of commodity production remain in this phase, with low rates of 

adoption as compared to the entire sector (Van Der Ven et al., 2018).  

In multi-stakeholder efforts to reduce tropical deforestation, gaining authority and building 

support is reflected in the evolution from state-driven (REDD+ under UNFCCC) to multi-

stakeholder approaches embodied in the REDD+ EIPs and ZDCs. As efforts to reduce 

deforestation developed, they began to gain recognition and authority among those 

participating and in turn, continued to build support for their cause—reflective of the NSMD 

framework. However, the literature indicates that a portfolio approach that embraces all 

available tools (e.g., REDD+, commodity certification, ZDCs) has been most effective at 
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reducing deforestation thus far (Gibbs et al., 2015; Meyer & Miller, 2015; D. Nepstad et al., 

2013, 2014; Umunay et al., 2018).  

Third, RSBs and multi-actor efforts to reduce deforestation are all working to ‘ameliorate 

global problems’ (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007) associated with cattle production, 

deforestation, and degradation—all of which are critically linked to addressing climate 

change mitigation. SD diplomacy scholars would argue that problems need to be reframed as 

solutions that all countries and stakeholders can benefit from achieving (Hoogeveen and 

Verkooijen 2011, Moomaw et al. 2017). Applying this to REDD+, SD diplomacy scholars 

would argue that the potential for impact is diminished due to the fact that deforestation and 

land degradation are still framed and tackled as expensive problems that need solving rather 

than as solutions that all countries and stakeholders can benefit from achieving (Hoogeveen 

and Verkooijen 2011, Moomaw et al. 2017). Whereas RSBs do reflect this tenet of SD 

diplomacy approach in that they are structured in a solutions-oriented way aimed at educating 

members about the benefits of improving their sustainability. In considering their efforts to 

solve global problems, another SD diplomacy diagnostic is applicable here. It states that the 

solution needs to reflect “a portfolio of actions that can address the stated goals at a level of 

complexity that is compatible with the complexity of the problem” (Moomaw et al. 2017, p. 

77). Results in Chapter 4, for instance, indicated that RSBs do not intend to address the 

consumption side in their continuous improvement efforts; and that the most significant 

reductions in deforestation are a result of linking REDD+, commodity certification, and 

ZDCs. The results suggest that to reflect the complexity of the problems, the goals of RSBs 

and efforts to reduce deforestation need to evolve beyond a portfolio of complementary yet 

distinct policy-, supply chain-, and consumer- efforts to an approach that involves all aspects 

of the system.  

Fourth, RSBs and multi-actor efforts to reduce deforestation provide ways to address 

compliance through monitoring, reporting, and verification (voluntary in the case of RSBs 

and ZDCs; required in the case of participating REDD+ countries). Even with compliance 

mechanisms, if the overall adoption rate remains low compared to the entirety of the sector—

as it has been with RSBs, commodity certification, and ZDCs—then it is not possible for 

these systems to evolve beyond the ‘building support’ phase to the ‘political legitimacy’ 

phase, whereby the system has progressed from niche to mainstream. As such, they will not 
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be able to meaningfully ‘ameliorate global problems’ such as unsustainable cattle production 

and tropical deforestation.  

Finally, the aforementioned characteristics and phases of the NSMD framework provided 

insights into key aspects that underpin the potential for sustainability contributions on cattle 

production and reduced tropical deforestation. To improve the NSMD framework’s 

applicability to understanding emergent “hybrid” approaches that are neither solely non-state 

or state-driven nor solely market- or policy- driven, Table 10 below offers suggestions on 

how to advance the NSMD framework to understand the evolving complexity of multi-

stakeholder collaborations supporting sustainability contributions.  

Table 10. Characteristics of Multi-stakeholder Market Oriented (MSMO) Approaches, 
as compared to Non-state Market Driven (NSMD)79  

 

 

79 Summarized from Bernstein and Cashore 2007 pp. 349–350. 

Characteristics of Non-state Market Driven 
(NSMD) Initiatives 

Characteristics of Multi-stakeholder Market 
Oriented (MSMO) Initiatives 

Do not “derive governing authority from states 
nor are they accountable to them”  

Do not derive governing authority solely from states 
nor are they solely, or even explicitly, accountable 
to them (more than to other stakeholder groups)  

Comprise diverse stakeholders collectively 
developing and working towards goals  

Comprise diverse sectors and stakeholders 
collaborating by developing and working towards 
goals 

Gain ‘authority’ via their supply chain members, 
each which maintain sovereignty over the choice 
to certify products or services 

Gain ‘authority’ via the diversity and engagement of 
their stakeholder groups, which maintain authority 
over their respective sectors  

Aim to improve sustainability of the industry, 
thereby ‘re- configuring’ the current markets  

Aim to continuously improve the sustainability of 
sectors relevant to achieving their collective goals, 
thereby having the potential to ‘reconfigure’ 
markets, inform, and/or shift policy  

Develop mechanisms for addressing compliance Develop systems and tools for monitoring and 
assessing performance against the goals  
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In conclusion, multi-stakeholder market oriented (MSMO) collaborations on cattle 

production and efforts to reduce deforestation represent an evolution towards the ‘new 

diplomacy’ called for by SD diplomacy scholars (Hoogeveen & Verkooijen, 2010; Kjellén, 

2008; Moomaw et al., 2017). The processes examined engaged diverse state and non-state 

stakeholders, they reflect a mutual gains approach for stakeholder involved, the RSBs in 

particular reframe the problem in terms of an opportunity for continuous improvement, and 

efforts to reduce deforestation are evolving to embrace a portfolio approach. As reflective of 

SD diplomacy as they may be, all of these efforts remain in the evolutionary phase of 

‘building support’ (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007). The literature suggests that more widespread 

adoption is needed to evolve these systems from niche to mainstream (Van Der Ven et al., 

2018). Studies also suggest that complementary multi-actor efforts need to be combined to 

yield greater sustainability contributions (Meyer & Miller, 2015; D. Nepstad et al., 2014; 

Umunay et al., 2018).  These conclusions echo guidance embedded in SD diplomacy 

diagnostics, which are further explored and strengthened based upon this research.  

 Strengthening SD Diplomacy  

Synthesizing the results from Chapters 2-4 and answers to the RQs with an eye towards 

strengthening SD diplomacy, this section presents some suggested changes and additions to 

SD diplomacy diagnostics (Moomaw et al. 2017). Chapters 2 and 3 improved understanding 

of the negotiation dynamics in intergovernmental negotiations within the UNFCCC, REDD+, 

and multi-stakeholder collaborations of REDD+. Results indicated that enabling dynamics 

could be identified and leveraged to overcome challenges in more constraining dynamics. In 

particular, results indicated that the Group Process dynamic was helpful to overcoming 

challenges within Negotiation Process, Political Context, and Power dynamics. Power is 

briefly acknowledged in the SD diplomacy diagnostics but not addressed explicitly, other 

than to suggest employing a mutual gains technique (Moomaw et al. 2017). Collectively, the 

results provided a more comprehensive perspective to identify, diagnose, understand, and 

leverage the negotiation dynamics to support agreement.  

The results from Chapter 3 also offered insights into the roles of multi-stakeholder parallel 

complementary initiatives on REDD+ including their relative importance and influence in the 

intergovernmental REDD+ negotiations. This research advanced understanding of how 

parallel processes working towards the same or similar objectives (in this case, reducing 
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emissions from deforestation and degradation) can be complementary and mutually 

reinforcing. This can serve as another contribution to SD diplomacy diagnostics, as outlined 

in Table 11.   

Finally, results from Chapter 4 examining RSBs and multi-stakeholder efforts to reduce 

deforestation offered additional insights for strengthening SD diplomacy diagnostics. The 

results indicated that engaging diverse state and non-state stakeholders (Diagnostic 3) and 

developing a portfolio approach (Diagnostic 5) are important but may not go far enough to 

articulating the conditions necessary for making sustainability contributions. The results 

showed a need to go beyond stakeholder engagement to focus on alignment; to expand from a 

portfolio to a systems approach. Employing a systems approach also has implications for 

Diagnostic 4 which focuses on gathering data and information needed to understand 

underlying issues. Looking at the system that stakeholders are seeking to change entails 

examination of social data and information as well as the enabling conditions perpetuating 

unsustainable practices. Based upon this, suggested changes to these diagnostics are offered 

in Table 11 below.   
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Table 11. Strengthening SD Diplomacy Diagnostics 

 

 Research Agenda 

Based upon this study and existing literature, there are several areas suggested for further 

research. First, it may be helpful for future research to consider how multi-stakeholder 

processes working in parallel to intergovernmental negotiations can be more systematically 

analyzed. This could include examination of how parallel processes relate to and/or influence 

intergovernmental negotiations on the same topic. One way to do this would be to identify 

and interview different groups of participants—those that engage only in the 

intergovernmental negotiations, those that engage only in the parallel complementary 

initiatives, those that engage in both, and those that observe, but do not engage directly in, 

 

80 Excerpted from Moomaw et al. 2017, pp. 76-78. 

SD Diplomacy Diagnostic80 New & Strengthened SD Diplomacy Diagnostics  

  

[new] Identify enabling negotiation dynamics and leverage them 
to overcome constraining negotiation dynamics to support 
parties/stakeholders reaching agreement  

 

[new] Generate shared understanding of how parallel processes 
working towards the same or similar sustainable development 
objectives can be mutually reinforcing 

Diagnostic 3: engaged multiple state 
and non-state stakeholders 

Engage and create alignment among diverse stakeholders 
including a cross-section of system actors necessary to create 
desired change 

Diagnostic 4: assembled the relevant 
scientific, economic and political 
information to identify the 
underlying causes of a problem or 
issue 

Assemble the relevant scientific, economic, political, and social 
information from across the system that stakeholders are 
seeking to change to identify underlying causes or enabling 
conditions of unsustainable practices 

Diagnostic 5: created a portfolio of 
actions that can address the stated 
goals at a level of complexity that is 
compatible with the complexity of 
the problem 

Create solutions that involve and address all aspects of the 
system stakeholders are seeking change so that resulting actions 
reflect the complexity of the system 
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either. Each group could be interviewed at several intervals in the process to capture whether 

and how the two processes are influencing each other, especially through their respective 

negotiation dynamics. For instance, exploring the Political Context in a parallel 

complementary initiative (PCI) context vs. the intergovernmental context; whether aspects of 

the Political Context between the two are linked; if so, how; and how they change over the 

course of the study. 

Second, future research could examine the process design context, a key finding in Chapter 2. 

Simple environmental aspects such as temperature, availability of culturally and dietary-

sensitive food close to the negotiation venues, more sleep and time outside the negotiations, 

and availability of technology are often-overlooked, but significant, variables in multi-party 

and intergovernmental negotiations such as those under the UNFCCC. On the last point, the 

results showed that where the negotiations take place may limit availability to technology 

(laptop, smartphones) due to concerns about host country espionage. This impinges upon 

negotiators’ ability to effectively engage and communicate during the meetings. Further 

study is needed to understand the effects of negotiation venue and logistics on the 

negotiations they are aiming to support.  

Third, the results of this thesis underscored the importance of effective chairs and facilitators 

for multi-actor negotiations on sustainable development. It would be useful to further 

understand the effectiveness of chair and facilitator training programs. This could include 

examination of which programs are most effective, for which negotiation contexts, and how 

to measure the efficacy of such training. 

Fourth, since the roundtables for sustainable beef were relatively nascent at the time of this 

study, future research could examine the sustainability impacts roundtables are having, 

including exploring whether and how these impacts differ across different national roundtable 

contexts and why. Conducting a comparative study between the sustainability contributions 

from national RSBs that include policymakers vs. those that do not would further 

understanding about the optimal stakeholder composition for such processes. This could 

provide additional insight into future roundtable governance structures and implementation 

approaches—potentially identifying where national circumstances provide more enabling 

conditions for sustainability impact.  
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Fifth, to understand the ways in which SD diplomacy approaches to governance and 

negotiations may already be reflected in existing governance models, it would be helpful to 

conduct a comparative analysis focused on the ability of multi-actor processes to reach 

agreement. This could be designed to include other sustainable development negotiation 

contexts beyond the UNFCCC especially considering that all SDGs are “integrated and 

indivisible” (UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development). Comparing a diverse set of 

governance models might include: 1) the multi-stakeholder, government advisory model run 

by the Internet Corporation of Assigned Names and Numbers (ICANN); 2) the Science-

Policy Interface aspect of the UN Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD), which 

enables scientists to provide policy advice to countries; and 3) the government-centric 

UNFCCC approach. It would be useful to explore whether and to what extent these 

governance models reflect SD diplomacy approaches and if a particular governance model 

better fosters consensus agreement and/or implementation impact.  

Finally, as imminent challenges emerge from the unsustainable path the world is on, states 

may begin to recognize that they no longer have the luxury of delaying difficult policy 

decisions in favor of competitive economic advantages over other states. In the face of 

collapsing biodiversity, over-taxed food systems, and significant climate change, nearly all 

states lose, no matter their competitive advantage. This may hasten the way towards more 

significant international cooperation through efforts such as coordinated sub-national policy 

regulation, digitally enabled citizen action networks, or more efficient intergovernmental 

channels such as the Group of Seven (G-7). It may be helpful to focus future research on 

understanding how these types of efforts can embrace aspects of SD diplomacy diagnostics to 

improve their chances of success. For instance: reframing environmental problems as 

sustainable development opportunities; considering how future cooperation efforts can, 

collectively, promote alignment of diverse states and stakeholders; and determining areas for 

complementarity to translate smaller-scale efforts into a more cohesive systems approach, 

ensuring that resulting actions are robust enough to respond to the “complexity of the 

problem” (Moomaw et al. 2017, 77).  

 Reflections on the Research Approach 

The conceptual frameworks drawn upon for this research—Ehrmann’s Policy Dialogue 

Model (Ehrmann, 1997) and Bernstein and Cashore’s non-state market driven (NSMD) 
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approaches to sustainability (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007)—provided important structure to 

analyze the topics and processes under investigation. The Policy Dialogue Model and 

resulting Integrated Negotiation Dynamics Model (INDM) provided a cohesive lens for 

exploring the negotiation dynamics of the UNFCCC, REDD+, and supporting REDD+ multi-

stakeholder processes. This included examination of the degree to which those dynamics 

were enabling or constraining of the process, as experienced firsthand by the people involved.  

The NSMD framework’s characteristics and phases provided a way to systematically explore 

the evolution of early implementation processes of the roundtables for sustainable beef 

(RSBs) and multi-stakeholder efforts to reduce deforestation. This thesis demonstrates that 

these frameworks were applicable to the analysis of multi-actor (both intergovernmental and 

multi-stakeholder) processes working on three interrelated aspects of sustainable 

development: climate change, deforestation, and sustainable cattle production. Deforestation 

and sustainable cattle production are both inextricably linked with our changing climate. 

Therefore, a nested case study approach to understanding these topics was fitting.  

Both frameworks selected were holistic in nature which represented limitations in terms of 

the breadth and complexity of the research. Some of the results can be construed as too vague 

and lacking in definitive answers. This is in part due to the frameworks selected but also in 

part due to the scope of research which explored a suite of different but related multi-actor 

processes related to sustainable development. With the benefit of hindsight, selecting a 

narrower scope with a focused, single-variable analytical model may have yielded more 

definitive and impactful results. For instance, it would have been interesting to focus solely 

on the roles that Data and Information have in enabling or constraining agreement in the 

UNFCCC, especially in the age of dis-information. That said, empirically grounding the 

Policy Dialogue Model in the UNFCCC in a holistic manner helped lay the foundation for 

future, focused research as described.  

The process of empirically grounding the Policy Dialogue Model in the UNFCCC and 

REDD+ contexts evolved it into the Integrated Negotiation Dynamics Model (INDM). This 

evolution reflects the model’s applicability to intergovernmental negotiations (UNFCCC and 

REDD+) and to international multi-stakeholder parallel complementary initiatives (PCIs). 

The non-state market driven (NSMD) (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007) framework can also 

expand beyond the notion of purely state vs. non-state processes to aid in understanding the 
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evolution of more recent multi-stakeholder market-oriented (or performance-driven) 

approaches to sustainability. This includes the roundtables for sustainable beef (RSBs) and 

multi-stakeholder efforts to reduce deforestation, as demonstrated in this thesis. Indeed, the 

results showed that even so-called ‘non-state’ processes can be more reflective of ‘hybrid 

governance’ systems (Lemos & Agrawal, 2006) that include both state and non-state actors. 

While both conceptual frameworks were appropriate for the contexts under analysis, this 

section includes reflections on the limitations of these models.  

First, the Integrated Negotiation Dynamics Model (INDM) for analyzing international multi-

actor sustainable development negotiation contexts provided understanding of the negotiation 

dynamics prevalent at the individual and party (state) levels. Applying the INDM uncovered 

negotiation dynamics more likely to enable or constrain agreement in two different contexts: 

intergovernmental negotiations (UNFCCC and REDD+) and parallel complementary 

initiatives (PCIs). In addition, the results uncovered more nuanced aspects of each 

negotiation dynamic than the model illustrates, indicating that there are sub-factors within 

dynamics, each with its own definition and role to play in the negotiation. This nuance was 

not reflected in the model’s illustration, even with the redesigned INDM which depicts 

greater parity across the negotiation dynamics and illustrates relationships between them.  

Like any model, the INDM has limitations. For example, the INDM does not include what 

Zartman refers to as “strategy” or the “choices of moves or actions on the basis of payoffs or 

outcomes they produce when combined with other parties’ choices” (Zartman, 2002, p. 8). 

This aspect of multi-party negotiations is partially addressed under the Negotiation Process 

dynamic in terms of the process itself and the way parties negotiate (in an interest-based or 

positional manner). However, in a real-time negotiation, ‘strategy’ is an important aspect for 

all parties to keep in mind when negotiating the best outcome for their own interests that is 

also compatible with all other parties’ interests. The results in this thesis demonstrated that 

one of the most effective ways of achieving this compatibility is through the process of 

building relationships among negotiators. These relationships promote information sharing 

about parties’ domestic Political Context and interests in order to more readily identify 

opportunities for common ground. However, this result does not adequately reflect parties’ 

strategy and strategic decisions throughout the negotiation.  
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Another limitation of the INDM is its inability to assess negotiated outcomes beyond whether 

or not parties reached agreement. As Zartman notes, “outcomes have long been the only 

recorded evidence of international negotiations, leaving the process in the shadows of history; 

yet, outcomes are what we are trying to explain” (Zartman, 2002, p. 10). Indeed, the INDM 

was employed as a lens for explaining and understanding those outcomes, but it does not 

have the ability to assess the outcome itself, only understanding of the chief dynamics that 

led to that result. A final example of the INDM’s limitations is its inability to encompass a 

systems perspective. As demonstrated in this thesis, the INDM is applicable to different types 

of processes, yet how those processes interact with one another as a system was not well 

captured through the application of the INDM. Results in Chapter 3 demonstrated the import 

and influence that parallel complementary initiatives (PCIs) on REDD+ had on 

intergovernmental negotiations on REDD+ under the UNFCCC. The INDM was applied 

separately to each of these contexts and as such, it did not provide a complete view on how 

these processes related to and influenced one another (especially their respective negotiation 

dynamics). Considering the ecosystem of processes emerging to address global challenges, 

this type of systems analysis would be helpful for understanding the complexity of how the 

negotiation dynamics within parallel processes relate to each other at a meta-level (e.g., how 

the Power dynamic of one negotiation context relates to the Power dynamic in another 

context on the same topic). This would improve understanding of how parallel processes 

influence each other (and potentially the outcomes they are driving towards).  

Second, the non-state market driven (NSMD) framework’s characteristics and phases 

(Bernstein & Cashore, 2007) provided a structured way to assess the evolution of multi-

stakeholder driven approaches to sustainable development. This thesis employed the NSMD 

framework to examine the roundtables on sustainable beef (RSBs) and efforts to reduce 

deforestation. The NSMD framework offered a way of understanding how new types of 

sustainable development approaches are evolving, even if they are not entirely ‘non-state’ in 

nature, as was the case with both contexts investigated in the thesis. As noted in section 5.2.3, 

multi-stakeholder market oriented (MSMO) approaches may be a more inclusive term for 

future research to assess the evolution of emergent or experimentalist (Sabel and Zeitling, 
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2012; Overdest and Zeitling, 2014) types of sustainable development governance.81 The 

diverse multi-stakeholder nature of RSBs, REDD+ EIPs, and ZDCs was not reflected in the 

NSMD framework which only focuses on non-state, self-regulation systems. Yet it seems the 

singular nature of non-state, self-governed approaches were not reflective of the more 

heterogenous reality encountered within those three contexts. As a result of employing the 

NSMD, an evolved set of characteristics—applicable to multi-stakeholder market oriented 

(MSMO) approaches—was presented in section 5.2.3. Ultimately, this thesis demonstrates 

the value of employing integrated multi-disciplinary approaches to studying multi-actor 

processes in sustainable development.  

 Reflections on Methods and Frameworks 

As described in Chapter 1, this thesis employed a nested case study approach to investigate 

the negotiation dynamics and evolution of three sustainable development topics, all of which 

relate to climate change. The choice to study the negotiation dynamics of the UNFCCC and 

within that, REDD+ negotiations and parallel contexts had some positive and negative 

aspects. On the one hand, exploring the overall UNFCCC negotiation context helped give 

insight into the Convention’s negotiation dynamics, but it was also important to recognize the 

nuance of negotiation dynamics within different negotiation tracks, such as the one on 

forestry and REDD+. Having a case study on both UNFCCC and REDD+ illuminated 

negotiation dynamics within the same general context operating at different scales and topics 

of emphasis. Including a case study on the RSBs and multi-stakeholder efforts to reduce 

deforestation using the NSMD framework provided insights into how these processes evolve 

to the stage where they can yield sustainability impacts—climate change mitigation being 

significant for cattle production and deforestation. This nested case study approach enabled 

study across diverse context and topics all related to climate change and overall, to 

sustainable development. However, this diversified approach did not foster as much in-depth 

analysis within any one particular context. For example, conducting several case studies 

across different negotiation tracks of the UNFCCC, rather than the UNFCCC negotiations 

overall, would have provided more in-depth understanding of the nuances and differences 

 

81 Refers to sustainable development governance broadly speaking, not limited to the Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs) 
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within the UNFCCC negotiation context.82 However, this UNFCCC-focused comparative 

case study would not have yielded as much understanding of a particularly “successful” 

negotiating track on REDD+ because it would have omitted examination of supporting 

parallel complementary initiatives (PCIs). The results showed how important these PCIs were 

to advancing the intergovernmental negotiations on REDD+ under the UNFCCC. This 

understanding would have been sacrificed with a set of case studies focused exclusively on 

the UNFCCC context. Similarly, with the roundtables for sustainable beef, the inclusion of 

this case broadened the substance and context under examination. Further exploring all 

roundtables instead of one or two made it more difficult to conduct in-depth analysis. For 

instance, examining the relationship between the global roundtable for sustainable beef and a 

national roundtable may have yielded more detailed insights into how these processes evolve 

at national and global scales.  

In terms of the methods of data collection, there were several areas for improvement. First, it 

was clear, in retrospect, that an online survey was an ineffective way of gathering data from a 

significant number of REDD+ respondents (considering N=12 for the survey). Many of 

invited REDD+ participants play multiple roles and are extremely time constrained. This led 

to a low response rate. Instead, giving invited participants the option of an interview or online 

survey may have yielded a better response rate. Second, structuring the survey questions as 

more open-ended could have yielded more detailed results in terms of understanding the 

nuance between how negotiation dynamics worked within the context of REDD+ and its 

parallel complementary initiatives. Asking respondents to rate them as enabling or 

constraining may have been too binary a choice for the complex roles these dynamics played 

in REDD+ contexts. Third, the response rate for interview requests was also low. Upon 

further reflection, asking interview respondents to help connect me with their colleagues 

directly—rather than asking for the names of people they would suggest interviewing—

would have been a more proactive way to approach the snowball method (Babbie, 2016).  

 

82 As a practitioner, I worked closely with agricultural negotiators from the UNFCCC and PCI context for 

several years and facilitated regular informal policy dialogues among them. However, this work was highly 

confidential and considered off-the-record. Therefore, I could not ethically research the negotiation dynamics 

therein. More about my two roles as a practitioner and researcher is discussed below. 
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With regard to the choice of using a second conceptual framework, both the roundtables for 

sustainable beef and multi-stakeholder efforts to reduce deforestation (REDD+ EIPs, ZDCs) 

were already focused on implementation of agreed-upon negotiated outcomes. The varied 

‘ecosystem’ of the roundtables at global and various national levels represented another set of 

multi-stakeholder processes working on one of the most challenging climate-related 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): sustainable cattle production. Investigating the 

negotiation dynamics of the RSBs using the Integrated Negotiation Dynamics Model (INDM) 

would have limited the results to how those multi-stakeholder processes reach agreement or 

what constrains/enables agreement therein. Considering there are many national-level RSBs 

and the aim was to explore their evolution and resulting potential to contribute to 

sustainability, a different conceptual framework was chosen: the non-state market driven 

(NSMD) framework by Bernstein and Cashore (2007). As such, this thesis employed two 

conceptual frameworks—the Policy Dialogue Model (Ehrmann, 1997) and the non-state 

market driven (NSMD) framework (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007)—based upon the different 

research aims and contexts under study. This nested case study approach using two 

conceptual frameworks provided breadth of understanding across multi-actor processes of 

sustainable development diplomacy related to climate, forests, and cattle production. 

However, the downside of this approach is that it did not provide as much in-depth 

understanding in a single process within one substantive context using one conceptual 

framework. For example, and as outlined in the previous section, the alternative approach of 

conducting several case studies within the UNFCCC using the same conceptual framework 

would have provided a deeper understanding of negotiation dynamics within that one 

intergovernmental negotiation context.  

Overall, the methods utilized for collecting data could have been expanded or improved to 

yield greater volumes of data on a particular topic. The collective sum of data across the 

thesis was adequate to yield insightful results. However, had the collective sum of data been 

captured for a singularly focused topic rather than a diverse set of nested case studies, the 

results may have been better defined and carried more weight.    

 Reflections on Conceptual Frameworks 

The Policy Dialogue Model—developed as a descriptive model for multi-stakeholder 

dialogue on environmental policymaking in the United States—was updated and revised into 
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the Integrated Negotiation Dynamics Model (INDM) based upon the empirical data from 

interviews with UNFCCC negotiators, chairs, facilitators, and Secretariat staff.  

The NSMD framework was useful to systematically investigate the evolutionary process of 

the roundtables for sustainable beef (RSBs) and multi-stakeholder efforts to reduce 

deforestation. The NSMD’s characteristics and phases that these systems progress through 

are intended to capture the evolution towards their ultimate expression, “political legitimacy” 

(Bernstein & Cashore, 2007). The purpose of that study is not to determine RSBs’ political 

legitimacy in a static sense—especially since RSBs embrace a continuous improvement 

rather than a standards-based approach. Rather, the purpose of that study is to understand the 

evolutionary process RSBs would undergo to become mainstream, or the de facto venue for 

developing continuous improvement practices of sustainable beef production.  

The frameworks used in this thesis also reflect my role as a ‘practitioner’ in the field of 

conflict resolution for the past 12 years and my professional experiences working within the 

UNFCCC and REDD+ contexts. As a mediator of multi-stakeholder processes on climate 

change and land use and REDD+, and a frequent observer of UNFCCC negotiations, I had 

practical first-hand experience which was reflected in the choice of thesis topic and 

frameworks of analysis. This practitioner experience came with its own benefits and 

challenges.  

In terms of benefits, my professional experience provided access to hard-to-reach informants 

as interview and survey respondents. Even with efforts made to select a mix of respondents 

that were familiar with me as a practitioner and those that were not, the informant approach 

limited the pool of respondents as well as the amount of data that could be collected. As a 

result, some respondents also had prior knowledge and experience working with me as a 

practitioner within and on the margins of the UNFCCC and REDD+ (more on the challenges 

this presented in the next section). Exposure to academic literature supported my own 

professional development as a practitioner and my ability to share theoretical insights within 

the practitioner field. Over the course of developing this thesis while continuing to work as a 

practitioner, it became increasingly clear that greater connectivity between academia and 

practice is needed. In my experience, many professional missteps can be avoided through 

better understanding and application of existing empirical and theoretical material. At the 
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same time, academic contributions can be strengthened through experiential understanding of 

the contexts under investigation.  

In terms of challenges of being a practitioner researcher, it is important to acknowledge the 

ethical questions that arise, including: “professional integrity; relations with, and obligations 

to, sponsors and funders; relationships with research participants; responsibilities toward 

research participants; anonymity, privacy and confidentiality” (Fox et al. 2007, p. 102). As a 

mediator I am expected to adhere to a code of ethics to maintain professional integrity as a 

practitioner in the field.83 In my professional role, I was engaged with a suite of funded 

projects surrounding the UNFCCC context, REDD+, land use, agriculture, and food systems 

(including animal protein). While I had reporting obligations to funders for the research on 

UNFCCC and RSBs, on those projects my professional practitioner role was to serve as an 

independent researcher on those projects. Therefore, there was no potential conflict arising 

from providing a particular outcome or deliverable to the client other than analysis and 

reporting of the research data. I was selected to lead those research projects because of a 

professional reputation for objectivity.  

My professional engagements translated into existing relationships with roughly half of the 

total respondents. Of those, the exchange of information within those relationships had been 

strictly confidential in relation to previous professional projects. Therefore, in the survey and 

interviews used for this thesis, I was careful to explain that the aggregate results would be 

used for research and published. The interview requests and each interview began with an 

explanation and distinction of my roles as practitioner and researcher. That said, it is 

important to recognize that respondents’ previous knowledge or experience with me as a 

practitioner may have biased their responses. In some cases, pre-existing relationships 

facilitated the interview process as it was clear that respondents were already comfortable 

with me. However, without pre-existing relationships and knowledge, I may have asked 

different or more critical follow-up questions, not thinking (consciously or unconsciously) 

about future engagements with, or professional obligations to, the respondent.  

 

83 See Mediation Code of Ethics: https://worldmediation.org/code-of-ethics/ 
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For the RSB case study, I had no existing relationships or professional experience with any 

respondents in the RSB context. However, some private sector respondents seemed 

concerned that the research may be driven by a hidden agenda, and thus declined to 

participate. This limited the number of interviews possible. However, as noted in Chapter 3, 

by the final interviews, it was clear that data collection was reaching the saturation point, as I 

heard the same information from different respondents. Considering the sensitive nature of 

the data collected in terms of attribution to the respondent or identifying information, the data 

was analyzed and presented in aggregate form only. Respondent tables provide information 

about the type of respondent and/or sector they represented. In small circles such as REDD+ 

and the RSBs, any additional information or linking quotes with particular types of 

respondents could allow those within the community to determine the respondent’s identity. 

This was particularly problematic with respect to the RSB paper, which was published in the 

journal World Development. The reviewers insisted that the article be published with 

respondents’ names and/or more identifying details about the respondents. Since the 

researcher and collaborators had already committed to privacy and confidentiality with 

interview respondents, World Development editors’ request could not be fully met. 

Beyond ethical challenges, my professional understanding of multi-actor negotiation 

dynamics sometimes made it difficult to determine what needed to be made explicit in terms 

of literature and frameworks selected for analysis. I had to regularly check assumptions 

against multiple literatures in order to separate my normative perspective from an analytical 

one. Had I not been familiar with Ehrmann’s Policy Dialogue Model (1997) through 

professional work, perhaps I would have chosen another model or topic altogether. In this 

way, my practitioner experience influenced the choice of what to study, and how. Years of 

exposure working as a facilitator in the topics of climate change, deforestation, land use, and 

agricultural commodities enabled precise and nuanced analysis of the empirical data 

collected. Yet, it is possible that without prior knowledge or practitioner experience that I 

would have identified slightly different patterns in the data. 

 Policy Recommendations  

There were several reasons underlying the choice to explore multi-actor processes in 

sustainable development: 1) to strengthen theory and practice of SD diplomacy as an 

approach for advancing progress on the SDGs, specifically those related to climate, 
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deforestation, and sustainable cattle production; 2) to understand multi-actor process 

negotiation dynamics, how those dynamics enabled or constrained agreement in UNFCCC 

and REDD+, and how those dynamics relate to one another; and 3) to explore the 

evolutionary aspects of implementation-focused multi-stakeholder processes that enable 

contributions to sustainable development. The process of negotiating and agreeing policy 

measures then designing processes for carrying out implementation activities is time-

consuming and complex. When it comes to sustainable development and the pace of global 

change, time is of the essence. Better understanding of how aspects of multi-actor sustainable 

development processes work will hasten progress towards a more sustainable future.  

The first policy recommendation is that the Integrated Negotiation Dynamics model (INDM) 

can serve as a practical framework to diagnose challenges arising in intergovernmental 

negotiation and multi-stakeholder contexts. This model could be used in trainings of chairs, 

facilitators, and negotiators to help them better understand how to leverage dynamics to 

enable integrative negotiation and help overcome challenges that may arise.84  

Second, parallel complementary initiatives (PCIs) and subsets therein—both early 

implementation platforms and informal policy dialogues—were shown to be important and 

influential for reaching agreement on REDD+ in the UNFCCC (one of the most “successful” 

negotiation tracks in that process). Pursuing opportunities for similar PCI-like approaches to 

support other intergovernmental negotiations could serve as a catalyst for supporting 

agreement in those negotiation contexts.  

Third, the results illustrate different starting points in terms of diversity of participation in the 

processes of REDD+ and roundtables for sustainable beef (RSBs). In the case of REDD+, the 

starting point was with country negotiators engaged in intergovernmental negotiations under 

the UNFCCC. In the case of RSBs, the starting point was non-state, private sector and civil 

society representatives engaged in a multi-stakeholder initiative. If one considers these 

starting points to be two ends of a spectrum, both have shifted towards the midpoint, 

meaning, approaches to reducing deforestation and approaches to improving sustainability of 

 

84 The INDM was already utilized as the basis for a series of ‘consensus-building’ events with UNFCCC chairs, 

negotiators, facilitators, and observers through a project with the Climate and Development Knowledge 

Network (CDKN).  
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cattle production have evolved to include all relevant stakeholders. The state-centric REDD+ 

mechanism later spurred several other multi-stakeholder and sectoral approaches to reduce 

deforestation, especially in supply chains (e.g., the New York Declaration on Forests, 

Tropical Forest Alliance 2020). In the case of RSBs, some of the national roundtables 

originated exclusively as non-state multi-stakeholder processes and have since evolved to 

include national policymakers. This hybrid public/private approach to RSBs can help inform 

national climate contributions and sustainability-related policies. Recognizing that 

sustainable development requires systemic changes, excluding some sectors or stakeholders 

at the outset seems contrary to our understanding of what is needed to fulfill ambitious goals. 

Policymakers should therefore consider how to engage relevant sectors/stakeholders from the 

outset of designing and implementing policy. Likewise, voluntary multi-stakeholder 

initiatives working on sustainability should consider engaging relevant policymakers to help 

inform ongoing policy development.  

Fourth, while this thesis did not focus on the rich literature of legitimacy, the results 

uncovered a legitimacy paradox within the roundtables for sustainable beef context (which 

may apply more broadly within the non-state market driven (NSMD) framework) (Bernstein 

& Cashore, 2007). The results showed that the RSBs can be perceived as legitimate once they 

demonstrate sustainability impact, but according to the NSMD framework, they can only 

achieve significant impact once they are perceived as politically legitimate. This may indicate 

that for voluntary multi-stakeholder initiatives to have the desired impact, their legitimacy 

must be reinforced and assured at the outset. In the context of RSBs and organizations with 

comparable processes, involving policymakers in the process could bolster legitimacy at the 

outset (in which case the initiative would no longer be non-state market driven, but multi-

stakeholder market oriented).  

Finally, considering the current global trajectory on achieving the SDGs, intergovernmental 

efforts resulting from negotiations under the UNFCCC may lack the efficacy required to 

respond to imminent threats such as climate change. In the face of life-threatening 

sustainability challenges, it is worth considering how smaller-scale cooperation efforts can 

yield significant sustainability improvements. As promising smaller-scale efforts emerge, 

applying an SD diplomacy lens can help foster an inclusive, solutions-oriented systems 

approach of complementary actions that adequately respond to the complexity of these 
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challenges (Hoogeveen & Verkooijen, 2010; Moomaw et al., 2017). In the words of the 

former UN Secretary-General,  

One of the main lessons I have learned during my five years as Secretary-General is that 

broad partnerships are the key to solving broad challenges. When governments, the 

United Nations, businesses, philanthropies and civil society work hand-in-hand, we can 

achieve great things. - Ban Ki-Moon 
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SUMMARY 

The concept of sustainable development was defined and codified in 1987 with the World 
Commission on Environment and Development report. Since then, there has been a 
proliferation of processes, regimes, negotiations, activities, and collaborations aimed at 
aspects of sustainable development (or a portfolio of ambitions such as those embodied in the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)). Recognizing the complexity of global systems 
intertwined with the pursuit of sustainable development, diplomatic practitioners and scholars 
proposed a new approach and practice to facilitating international cooperation: sustainable 
development diplomacy (SD diplomacy). While SD diplomacy presents a compelling 
perspective and systems-like approach, the concept is still relatively nascent and lacks 
connectivity to related scientific fields such as international relations, multi-party negotiation, 
and conflict resolution. This thesis aims to strengthen SD diplomacy as a theory and a 
practice. It does so by qualitatively examining a cross-section of multi-actor processes in 
sustainable development: the intergovernmental negotiations on climate change under the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC); inter-governmental 
and multi-stakeholder processes on reducing emissions from deforestation and degradation 
(REDD+); and multi-stakeholder roundtables on sustainable beef. In the UNFCCC and 
REDD+ contexts, the focus is on negotiation dynamics with an eye towards understanding 
how those dynamics enable and/or constrain multi-actor agreement. The beef roundtables 
context focuses on understanding the evolutionary characteristics and phases that underpin 
their potential for sustainability contributions. Finally, the thesis explores the same 
characteristics and phases to understand the evolution of multi-stakeholder processes to 
reduce deforestation. The results of the analyses inform an Integrated Negotiation Dynamics 
Model and consideration of multi-stakeholder market-oriented approaches to sustainability. 
The synthesized results are then utilized to inform and enhance the field of SD diplomacy. 

Chapter 1 of this thesis introduces the theory and practice of SD diplomacy in the context of 
three other related disciplines: international relations, multi-party negotiations, and conflict 
resolution. Based upon the literature, I introduce three themes and related knowledge gaps. 
First, that multi-party negotiation scholars recognize the complexity inherent in the 
negotiation process and variably seek ways to understand it. A common thread is the desire to 
understand key variables or factors involved in negotiation and the roles they play. Within the 
realm of intergovernmental negotiations, international relations theorists debate whether and 
how states cooperate and the primary factors for doing so. Multi-party negotiation theorists 
point to multiple variables involved in how parties negotiate (state and/or non-state actors). 
Several conflict resolution scholars offer holistic perspectives in multi-stakeholder dialogue 
and collaboration processes but the contributions of this discipline can be overlooked when it 
comes to examining multi-actor processes at the international level. While these three 
disciplines provide insights into key variables involved in multi-actor negotiations, there is 
less understanding of the relationships between those factors.  
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Second, while there is a myriad of terms used, there is general convergence within multi-
party negotiation and conflict resolution frameworks around a primary set of factors involved 
in multi-party negotiations. Among these factors, there is little understanding about how 
these enable or constrain agreement (the outcomes that scholars are seeking to explain). 
Moreover, existing multi-party negotiation frameworks offer few insights into the optimal 
functioning of these key factors in order to support agreement. SD diplomacy scholars, 
however, do provide “diagnostics” that describe approaches to negotiation and 
implementation that have been effective in contributing to sustainable development 
outcomes. Yet, SD diplomacy literature has not been well-positioned against the broader 
disciplines it could contribute to.  

Third, the literature emphasizes debate about the roles of non-state actor processes in 
sustainable development. These processes take various forms, from private sector driven, to 
multi-stakeholder collaborations, partnerships, and voluntary agreements. SD diplomacy 
diagnostics call for diverse state and non-state stakeholders to be engaged in both negotiation 
and implementation processes for sustainable development. The proliferation of processes 
involving both state and non-state actors seem to reflect an SD diplomacy approach. 
However, the literature tends to deliberate on the governance, accountability, and legitimacy 
of non-state actor processes with little emphasis on understanding their evolution and 
potential for sustainability contributions.  

The above-mentioned themes point to related knowledge gaps in understanding: relationships 
between factors in sustainable development negotiations; the roles that key factors play in 
enabling or constraining agreement; and the evolution and potential contributions of 
proliferating multi-stakeholder collaborations. Improved, inter-disciplinary understanding in 
these areas can, in turn, contribute to the relatively new field of SD diplomacy. Accordingly, 
the overarching objective of this thesis is to strengthen SD diplomacy as an approach and 
practice for understanding advancements related to the Sustainable Development Goals. 
Specifically, this thesis examined the contexts of climate change, forests, and sustainable 
cattle production—which relate to SDGs 13, 15, and 12, respectively. This objective is 
investigated through the following research questions:  

1. What are the negotiation factors involved in the UNFCCC negotiations; how do those 
factors relate to each other and to reaching agreement? 

2. How did negotiation factors enable or constrain multi-actor agreements in REDD+ 
negotiations and supporting multi-stakeholder REDD+ processes? 

3. What are the evolutionary characteristics and phases of multi-stakeholder 
collaborations on cattle and deforestation that underpin their potential for 
sustainability impact? 

Recognizing that the three research questions and corresponding areas of study span both 
negotiation and implementation, two conceptual frameworks were required to study these 
contexts and to answer the research questions. The first two research questions were 
examined through case studies in the UNFCCC and REDD+. Starting with an iterative, 
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grounded theory approach based upon my professional experience in the UNFCCC and 
REDD+ contexts, I observed an emerging set of common variables from those negotiation 
contexts. These variables were reflected in the literature and seemed to be embodied in a 
framework from the field of conflict resolution. The Policy Dialogue Model (PDM) served as 
the first conceptual framework employed in the thesis as a starting point for understanding: 
the key factors involved in the UNFCCC and REDD+ negotiations, their roles, relationships 
between them, and the degree to which they constrained or enabled agreement in those 
contexts.  

To address research question 3 and the implementation-oriented cases under examination, a 
different conceptual framework was employed. The Non-State Market-Driven (NSMD) 
framework provided a set of characteristics and phases that reflect the hallmarks of private 
voluntary sustainability efforts. This framework provided a way of understanding the 
evolutionary steps these processes undergo to become widely recognized and adopted—
underpinnings of their potential for lasting and significant sustainability contributions.   

The first chapter also includes the research methodology which outlines a nested case study 
approach based upon the three contexts under study: the intergovernmental negotiations of 
the UNFCCC; the intergovernmental and supporting parallel processes of REDD+; and the 
multi-stakeholder collaborations of the roundtables for sustainable beef and efforts to reduce 
deforestation. Each of these contexts can contribute to SDGs on climate, life on land, and 
sustainable production and consumption. However, they are substantively nested in the sense 
that cattle production is a driver of deforestation, and both cattle production and deforestation 
are significant contributors to the problem of climate change. These cases are also nested in 
terms of providing insights into and across intergovernmental negotiations, multi-stakeholder 
negotiations, and multi-stakeholder implementation processes.  Data collection within these 
case studies encompassed semi-structured interviews, an online survey, and field research in 
the form of practitioner observations. The data collected was qualitatively analyzed and 
centered around thematic, targeted, and open coding based upon the interview and survey 
questions, as well as aspects of the conceptual frameworks employed. This allowed data to be 
connected back to the conceptual framework while providing an opportunity to identify new 
aspects that did not conform to the framework.  

Chapter 2 presents the first case study exploring the intergovernmental negotiations of the 
UNFCCC. The study aims to understand the key factors or variables involved in those 
negotiations including the roles those factors play and the relationships between them. In 
doing so, this chapter addresses research questions 1 and 2. Starting with the first 
conceptual framework, the Policy Dialogue Model (PDM), this chapter applies empirical data 
based upon the first-hand experiences of UNFCCC negotiators, chairs, facilitators, and 
Secretariat staff. By applying these data to the PDM, new insights on the key factors—
negotiation dynamics—emerge and inform a resulting revised framework, the Integrated 
Negotiation Dynamics Model (INDM). The negotiation dynamics of the model are explained 
in detail, based upon grounding the model in empirical evidence from the UNFCCC context. 
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Revisions include: articulation of sub-factors within each of the negotiation dynamics and the 
roles they play in the UNFCCC negotiations; examples of relationships between negotiation 
factors that play a role in reaching agreement; and visual changes to the model to reflect the 
results which indicated greater parity and interconnectivity across the dynamics. Chapter 2 
also includes analysis of respondents’ descriptions of negotiation dynamics as enabling or 
constraining to reaching agreement. The findings show that while the negotiation dynamics 
of Power and Political Context were dominant and more constraining, leveraging negotiation 
dynamics of Group Process, Communication, and Data and Information can help overcome 
those constraints. The latter three dynamics can also be leveraged to support a transition in 
the Negotiation Process dynamic, from distributive (win-lose) to integrative (win-win).  

Chapter 3 provides the second case study which employs the empirically grounded INDM to 
examine the REDD+ negotiations that led to the relative prominence of REDD+ in the Paris 
Agreement. In doing so, it examines both the intergovernmental REDD+ negotiations under 
the UNFCCC and the role of supporting multi-stakeholder REDD+ processes. The aim of the 
study is to better understand the relationships between negotiation dynamics and the degree 
to which they enabled and/or constrained agreement. It also explores the role that related 
REDD+ multi-stakeholder processes (coined as parallel complementary initiatives) played in 
supporting a negotiated agreement on REDD+ in the UNFCCC. Similar to the results from 
Chapter 2, the findings highlight the interconnectivity between negotiation dynamics: that an 
obstacle emanating from one dynamic can be mitigated by harnessing the enabling aspects of 
another dynamic. In addition, the results indicate that parallel complementary initiatives were 
quite important and influential to supporting the REDD+ in the UNFCCC and provide 
insights on their roles. This chapter primarily addresses research question 2 and provides 
additional insights into the relationships between negotiation dynamics, in response to 
research question 1.  

Chapter 4 explores the multi-stakeholder implementation processes of sustainable cattle 
production and efforts to reduce deforestation. The primary focus of the chapter is on the 
roundtables for sustainable beef, as the main global- and national- level multi-stakeholder 
process focused on advancing sustainable cattle production. In addition, the chapter also 
includes an examination of multi-stakeholder efforts to reduce deforestation, using the same 
Non-State Market-Driven (NSDM) conceptual framework for both contexts, cattle and 
forests. In doing so, this chapter addresses research question 3 by providing insights into the 
characteristics and phases of evolution that both the roundtables and deforestation efforts 
move through to realize their potential for sustainability contributions. The findings indicate 
that neither the roundtables nor multi-stakeholder efforts to reduce deforestation have fully 
evolved to becoming widely recognized and adopted (or mainstreamed). As such, their 
potential for lasting and significant sustainability contributions remains limited so far. Yet, 
the results also highlighted opportunities for these processes to yield greater contributions by 
inviting the participation and coordination of state- and non-state actors alike, potentially 
evolving towards more ‘hybrid’ approaches to governance.   
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In Chapter 5, the collective results of chapters 2, 3, and 4 are drawn upon and synthesized in 
response to the three research questions. With regards to research question 1, building off of 
the Policy Dialogue Model, the results pointed to a set of six primary negotiation dynamics 
involved in the UNFCCC and REDD+ negotiation contexts. These are: Political Context, 
Negotiation Process, Group Process, Power, Data and Information, and Communication. 
Empirically grounding the conceptual framework in first-hand accounts from individuals 
involved in these negotiations revealed more nuanced understanding of 20 sub-factors within 
these main dynamics. These included, for example, differentiation between domestic and 
global Political Contexts; and Knowledge-based vs. Procedural Power, to name a few. With 
regards to how these negotiation dynamics related to each other and to reaching agreement, 
the results indicated that overall, negotiation dynamics are interconnected. That is to say, a 
challenge presented in one negotiation dynamic may be mitigated through strengthening 
other negotiation dynamics. In terms of more specific relationships, the results revealed that 
building relationships and trust among negotiators (part of Group Process) catalyzed 
increased sharing of Data and Information related to their respective Parties’ domestic 
Political Context and underlying interests (part of Negotiation Process). Trusted relationships 
among individual negotiators led to an improvement in Parties’ understanding of overlapping 
interests—a starting place for building agreement. The resulting Integrated Negotiation 
Dynamics Model (INDM) reflects the empirically grounded revisions to the Policy Dialogue 
Model. It depicts greater parity among the six primary negotiation dynamics and their 
interconnected nature and relationships.  

In response to research question 2, results indicated that Group Process and Negotiation 
Process dynamics were most enabling to reaching agreement in the UNFCCC negotiation 
context; and that Group Process and Political Context were most enabling to reaching 
agreement on REDD+ within the UNFCCC negotiations. Among respondents, there was 
convergence that overall, Group Process was more enabling and Political Context was more 
constraining to reaching agreement. Unexpectedly, considering the emphasis on power in 
international relations literature in particular, the results indicate that Power was neither most 
constraining nor enabling. In comparing the enabling and constraining effects of negotiation 
dynamics within the REDD+ UNFCCC negotiations with multi-stakeholder REDD+ early 
implementation platforms, the results showed that Political Context and Power were more 
constraining in the latter. This finding was somewhat unexpected considering the higher 
political stakes involved in the UNFCCC and that negotiations are centered among member 
states. However, results indicated that the UN setting offered greater equity among Parties 
than they would otherwise experience in non-UN contexts such as the REDD+ early 
implementation platforms, thereby tempering the effects of Power and Political Context. In 
examining the INDM for its potential to be used diagnostically, findings from Chapters 2 and 
3 indicate that first identifying which negotiation dynamics are constraining and then 
working to strengthen non-constraining dynamics can be used to overcome obstacles.  

In response to research question 3, the results indicated that the roundtables for sustainable 
beef (RSBs) and multi-stakeholder efforts to reduce deforestation largely reflect the main 
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hallmarks of the Non-State Market Driven (NSMD) framework employed. Although, in both 
contexts, there is an evolution towards including both state and non-state actors, perhaps 
indicating growing recognition of the need to involve diverse stakeholders, reflective of an 
SD diplomacy approach. Based upon the characteristics and phases of the NSMD framework, 
the results indicated that none of the RSBs nor multi-stakeholder efforts to reduce 
deforestation have evolved beyond the ‘building support’ phase to become mainstream. The 
results highlighted both obstacles and opportunities for these processes to evolve to become 
widely recognized and adopted. This included fostering more inclusive and diverse 
participation of stakeholders, sectors, and geographies. By engaging policymakers upfront, 
the evolution of RSBs may advance more quickly, yielding greater sustainability 
contributions sooner. Beyond the stakeholder engagement called for in SD diplomacy, results 
indicated that the prospect of more significant sustainability contributions may require 
stakeholder alignment. In addition, the ability of these multi-stakeholder efforts to 
‘ameliorate global problems’ as described in the NSMD framework may require going 
beyond the portfolio approach called for in SD diplomacy. Instead, the results indicate that a 
more comprehensive systems approach inclusive of the above-mentioned sectors and 
stakeholders better reflects another SD diplomacy tenet, that the solution is ‘compatible with 
the complexity of the problem’. In reflecting upon the NSMD framework based upon its 
application to RSBs and multi-stakeholder efforts to reduce deforestation, the thesis offers a 
set of suggestions for revising NSMD characteristics to broaden its future application beyond 
exclusively non-state market-driven approaches to sustainability.  

Finally, the collective results of the thesis are synthesized and analyzed with the aim of 
extracting insights to strengthen SD diplomacy. Based upon the results from the thesis, 
Chapter 5 provides suggested changes and additions to the SD diplomacy diagnostics. Two 
new diagnostics are proposed: 1) identify enabling negotiation dynamics and leverage them 
to overcome constraining negotiation dynamics to support parties/stakeholders reaching 
agreement; and 2) generate shared understanding of how parallel processes working towards 
the same or similar sustainable development objectives can be mutually reinforcing. In 
addition, the thesis proposes modifications to three existing SD diagnostics to reflect the need 
for stakeholder alignment and implementing a systems approach to both data and information 
and the development of solutions.  In doing so, the collective scientific contributions from 
this thesis strengthen the approach and practice of SD diplomacy. My hope is that SD 
diplomacy and these contributions to it, continue to shepherd in a “new diplomacy” that 
reflects the interests of future generations.  
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Appendix A | Interview Questions Chapter 2 

1. Are you a negotiator in the UNFCCC? If so, how many years have you served as a 

negotiator in the process?  

2. Are you, or have you ever been a Chair/Facilitator in the UNFCCC process? If so, 

how many years have you served as a Chair/facilitator? 

Unpacking Consensus-Building 

3. In your experience, what are the key factors you have found helpful to take into 

account when trying to reach agreement in a multi-lateral negotiation?  [Open-ended 

question before asking about specific dimensions in the Policy Dialogue Model] 

[Questions 4-8 are directly related to exploring each dimension in the Policy 

Dialogue Model] 

4. Do political factors/politics influence the climate negotiations happening in a room? If 

so, how?  Are traditional geopolitics replicated in the UNFCCC process or are there 

different politics that are unique to the UNFCCC?  

5. Does the way a Party engages affect the process? Does it matter if they are 

communicating their interests vs. firm policy positions? If so, how?   

6. Do communications, relationship- and trust-building among Parties and negotiators 

play a role? If so, how?   

7. What role(s) do data and information play in the UNFCCC?  

8. How does power relate to the negotiation process or ability to reach agreement? For 

instance, is the traditional geopolitical power structure replicated or are there different 

power dynamics that emerge in the UNFCCC negotiations?  

9. Have you found that all of the factors you identified in your responses are equally 

important to reach consensus?  If not, which ones are most important in your 

experience? 
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Capacity of Negotiators/Facilitators to Reach Consensus  

10. How would you describe the role of the Chair and facilitators and in your experience, 

what skills or approaches have Chairs used that were helpful towards reaching 

agreement? What skills or approaches were unhelpful?  

11. How do you prepare yourself for UNFCCC negotiations? 

12. What kind of activities do you think would help other negotiators improve their 

capacity to reach agreement and develop enhanced consensus-building skills?   

Examining Consensus-building in the UNFCCC Process  

13. What, if anything, could be changed in the UNFCCC process that might improve or 

enhance Parties’ ability to reach agreements?  

14. Are there experiences or lessons learned from other multi-lateral negotiation 

processes that might be helpful to explore in relation to the UNFCCC negotiations? 

15. Do you have any final questions, comments or observations?   
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Appendix B | Survey and Interview Questions Chapter 3 

Thank you for taking the time to complete this nine-question survey, which will take 

approximately 15 minutes. The results of this survey will be used to inform an academic case 

study aimed at understanding the negotiation dynamics that led to the prominence of forests 

and REDD+ in the Paris Agreement. 

1. Respondent Information (optional; responses will not be attributed to you) 

Name (optional)  

Country (optional)  

2. Please indicate your affiliation(s) over the last five years in relation to the REDD+ 

negotiations under the UNFCCC. You may select more than one: 

REDD+ donor country 

REDD+ partner country 

UNFCCC REDD+ Negotiator 

Non-governmental organization (NGO) 

Indigenous Peoples Organization (IPO) 

Scientist/researcher 

UN-REDD Programme 

Forest Carbon Partnership Facility (FCPF) 

UNFCCC Secretariat 

Private sector  

Other (please specify) 

The next set of questions will ask for your perspective on negotiation dynamics within the 

formal UNFCCC negotiations, followed by your views on factors outside of the formal 

negotiations that influenced the formal negotiation dynamics within the UNFCCC process. 

Each question provides six choices of negotiation dynamics, or variables in a negotiation, 

briefly described below:  
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Political context: what is happening outside of the negotiation process that will influence, or 

needs to be taken into account as parties determine what they can and cannot agree to (e.g., 

domestic politics, global political economy);  

Negotiating tactics: the range of skills employed during the negotiation aimed at achieving 

the negotiator's objectives (e.g., interest- vs. positional- bargaining)  

Group process: interpersonal and group dynamics including interpersonal relations, 

individual personalities, trust 

Power: ability to influence parties or participants whether they are aware of it or not. Includes 

power differentials, different types of power, and uses of power. 

Data and information: access to trusted, credible data and information 

Communications: the medium through which parties/participants interact, including 

communication style (this is linked to negotiating tactics but also to other variables such 

as communications related to political context or power) 

3. Within the formal negotiations, what factors or negotiation dynamics presented the 

greatest challenge to parties’ ability to reach agreement? Please rank from most to 

least challenging (1-5) 

Other (please specify) 

4. Within the formal [UNFCCC] negotiations, what negotiation dynamics most 

contributed to parties’ ability to reach agreement on establishing a REDD+ 

mechanism? Please rank from most to least important (1-5) 

Other (please specify) 

5. Within the formal [UNFCCC] negotiations, were some dynamics leveraged to 

overcome challenges in others? For instance, did interpersonal relationships and trust 

help overcome challenges in the power or political context dynamics? 

If so, please describe some of the most important relationships you observed 

and how they were instrumental in reaching agreement.  

6. Outside of the formal [UNFCCC] negotiations (e.g., within FCPF, UN-REDD 

Programme, informal policy dialogues), what factors or negotiation dynamics 
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presented the greatest challenge to parties’ ability to reach agreement? Please rank 

from most (1) to least challenging (5). 

Other (please specify) 

7. Outside of the formal [UNFCCC] negotiations (e.g., within FCPF, UN-REDD 

Programme, informal policy dialogues), what factors or negotiation dynamics most 

contributed to parties’ ability to reach agreement on establishing a REDD+ 

mechanism? Please rank from most (1) to least important (5). 

Other (please specify) 

8. Based on your experience, how important and influential was the relationship 

between informal REDD+ processes (FCPF, UN-REDD Programme, informal policy 

dialogues) and parties' ability to reach agreement in the UNFCCC negotiations? [very 

important and influential; somewhat important and influential; important, but not 

influential; neither important not influential] 

Other (please specify) 

9. Based on your experience, what were the critical factors (e.g., decisions, turning 

points, contextual events, etc.) in the REDD+ negotiations that led to both forests and 

REDD+ featuring so prominently in the Paris Agreement? 
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Appendix C | Interview Questions Chapter 4 

Credentials, experience, and broad perspective  

1. Describe your experience and expertise in relation to the sustainability of beef supply 

chains including what aspects of enhancing the sustainability beef supply chains you 

have been most focused and/or interested in? (e.g., environmental implications of 

production, processing, health implications of consumption) 

2. How do you and/or your organization define sustainability in the context of beef supply 

chains, and/or which dimension(s) of sustainability do you prioritize?  

3. What geographies or scales are you focused on? (e.g., Brazil, global) 

Roundtables for sustainable beef 

4. What are the roles (actual and potential) of the beef roundtable(s) (global and/or 

country level) in enhancing sustainability? 

5. What are the sustainability actions that this roundtable has taken to date? 

6. What are the strengths and weaknesses of roundtable X’s governance structure 

(including engagement, transparency, and decision-making)? 

7. Recognizing the roundtables are not standards-setting bodies, in what ways does 

roundtable X conduct work on monitoring, compliance, and/or verification? 

8. To what extent is roundtable X’s work grounded in and informed by rigorous science? 

9. What, if anything, could be done to expand upon or improve the sustainability impacts 

of the (global and/or country level) roundtables?  

10. What, if any, challenges do you perceive or anticipate in enhancing the sustainability 

impact of (global and/or country level) roundtable efforts? 

11. What are the limitations of roundtables? What other interventions are needed to fill any 

gaps that you identify? 

12. Is there anything else that you would like to share that we have not asked you about? 

13. Who else do you suggest we interview? 
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Appendix D | Visits 

1. 3- 8 April 2011 | UNFCCC Bangkok Climate Change Conference   
2. 6-12 June 2011  

a. UNFCCC Bonn Climate Change Conference 
b. REDD+ Partnership meeting 

3. 2-7 October 2011 
a. UNFCCC Panama Climate Change Conference  
b. REDD+ Partnership meeting 

4. 30 November- 6 December 2011  
a. UNFCCC COP-17 in Durban 
b. Side event  
c. REDD+ Partnership meeting 

5. 16-21 May 2012  
a. UNFCCC Bonn Climate Change Conference  
b. REDD+ Partnership meeting 

6. 26 November- 2 December 2012  
a. UNFCCC COP-18 in Doha  
b. Side event on consensus-building 

7. 4 – 9 June 2013  
a. UNFCC Bonn Climate Change Conference 
b. Side event on consensus-building 

8. 6-10 June 2014  
a. UNFCCC Bonn Climate Change Conference 
b. Side event on land use 

 
* In addition to these trips, professional experience involved: attendance as an observer to 
UNFCCC COP-15 in Copenhagen (2009), UNFCCC COP-16 in Cancun (2010), Tianjin 
Climate Change Talks and REDD+ Partnership meeting (2010); facilitating the Forum on 
Readiness for REDD+ including South-South capacity-building and collaboration; convening 
a 3-year series of informal policy dialogues among UNFCCC agricultural negotiators which 
informed a report and policy briefing, and UNFCCC side events on agriculture and climate 
change; and facilitating multi-stakeholder dialogue to inform “Land Use in a Future Climate 
Agreement” (Estrada et al., 2014).  
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Appendix E | Sustainable Development Goals 

The following is a list of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (United Nations 

General Assembly, 2015).  

Goal 1 | No Poverty: By 2030, eradicate extreme poverty for all people everywhere. 

Goal 2 | Zero Hunger: End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition by 2030. 

Goal 3 | Good Health and Well-being: Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all 
at all ages by 2030. 

Goal 4 | Quality Education: Ensure that all girls and boys complete free, equitable and 
quality primary and secondary education by 2030. 

Goal 5 | Gender Equality: To achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls. 

Goal 6 | Clean Water and Sanitation: Ensure availability and sustainable management of 
water and sanitation for all by 2030. 

Goal 7 | Affordable and Clean Energy: Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable 
and modern energy for all by 2030. 

Goal 8 | Decent Work and Economic Growth: Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable 
economic growth. 

Goal 9 | Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure: Build resilient infrastructure, promote 
inclusive and sustainable industrialization and foster innovation by 2030. 

Goal 10 | Reduced Inequality: Reduce inequality within and among countries by 2030. 

Goal 11 | Sustainable Cities and Communities: Make cities and human settlements 
inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable. 

Goal 12 | Responsible Consumption and Production: Ensure sustainable consumption and 
production patterns. 

Goal 13 | Climate Action: Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts. 

Goal 14 | Life Below Water: Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine 
resources for sustainable development. 

Goal 15 | Life on Land: Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial 
ecosystems, combat desertification and halt biodiversity loss. 

Goal 16 | Peace and Justice Strong Institutions: Promote peaceful and inclusive societies 
for sustainable development; provide access to justice for all. 

Goal 17 | Partnerships to achieve the Goal: Strengthen the means of implementation and 
revitalize the global partnership for sustainable development. 
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