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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic has altered international diplomacy, with many negotiations 
now conducted in ‘virtual venues’ facilitated by videoconferencing platforms such as 
Zoom, Microsoft Teams, Webex, and Interprefy. Drawing on a survey of diplomats with 
experience in virtual venue negotiation, we analyze respondents’ perceptions of effi-
cacy, tactics, and legitimacy in these venues. We find that virtual venues not only affect 
the format, but also the substance of negotiations. In general, perceptions of efficacy 
are related to diplomats’ ability to ‘read the room’. Virtual venues also impact negoti-
ations at the tactical level. We find that coercive approaches (including novel tactics) 
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are more common than persuasive approaches. Overall, these venues are afforded the 
same legitimacy as face-to-face negotiations. We conclude that, as virtual venues will 
be a feature of international diplomacy for the foreseeable future, further research is 
required to inform increased diplomatic adaptation and hybridity.

Keywords

virtual venues  – COVID-19  – digital diplomacy  – international negotiation  – hybrid 
diplomacy

The COVID-19 pandemic has altered the practice of international negotiation: 
summits have convened via video call and trade negotiations have been con-
ducted online, while the UN General Assembly has adopted a hybrid format.3 
Virtual venues are increasingly employed for the purposes of statecraft  – as 
‘stop-gap’ measures, procedural supplements, and longer-term substitutes for 
face-to-face meetings. Platforms such as Zoom, Microsoft Teams, Webex, and 
Interprefy have not only allowed negotiations to continue despite COVID-19 
travel restrictions, but they have also created opportunities to increase the 
inclusivity, transparency, and efficiency of these negotiations. Yet generations 
of diplomatic scholarship stress the importance of physical proximity and 
informal interaction for relationship- and consensus-building among negotia-
tors; body language, emotional expression, and casual conversation are under-
stood to be crucial in developing the interpersonal trust and understanding 
that leads to mutually beneficial outcomes. The quality of such personal con-
tact between negotiators is presumed to be diminished in virtual space – so, 
too, is their faith in the confidentiality of their conversations. Given these 
constraints, how can diplomats effectively negotiate in virtual venues? How 
can they navigate social and political dynamics in the ‘room where it happens’ 
when that ‘room’ has been flattened onto a screen? The challenges and oppor-
tunities presented by virtual venues require further examination.

This study aims to analyze diplomats’ perceptions of negotiation efficacy in 
virtual venues during the COVID-19 pandemic, as compared to previous expe-
riences of face-to-face negotiations. We define ‘virtual venues’ as computer- 
simulated places that allow for synchronous negotiation through online por-
tals. Virtual venues are currently facilitated by videoconferencing platforms 

3	 Examples of diplomatic engagement online during the COVID-19 pandemic abound. For a 
few, see Shear 2021; Schneidman and Dawson 2020; Stepansky and Gadzo 2021.
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such as Zoom, Skype, and Microsoft Teams, but they may be also offered by 
institution-specific proprietary applications. It is also expected that Virtual 
Reality (VR) platforms such as Oculus or HTC could soon introduce the next 
generation of virtual venues, especially if the new medium of the metaverse 
will manage to achieve mass adoption. Research in this area is thin, as the 
last pandemic of similar global consequence (the “Spanish flu” of 1918–1920) 
occurred before diplomats had access to any reliable simultaneous commu-
nications technology, much less virtual conferencing. Although studies of 
the use of technology in international negotiations remains sparse, several 
scholars have started to bridge this gap since the onset of the pandemic, as 
discussed below. As this is an emerging area of diplomatic practice, iterated 
research is necessary to validate previous findings, suggest further areas of 
interest, and keep abreast of new developments. The following study fills such 
a role. Surveying relevant participants, it examines diplomats’ experiences 
conducting international negotiations in ‘virtual venues’ and their perceptions 
of how this procedural constraint has impacted negotiation process dynamics 
and efficacy.

COVID-19 rules and restrictions will likely continue to shape diplomatic 
engagement in the near future. While vaccine technology and contact-tracing 
infrastructure have facilitated the return to ‘business as usual’ or hybrid 
engagement in some countries, this is by no means universal; further, there is 
no guarantee that future variants of concern will not necessitate the reinstate-
ment of social distancing measures. As continued climate breakdown ushers 
in an ‘age of pandemics,’ similar measures may be employed to counter future 
outbreaks (Wang 2020: 1). Relatedly, calls for governments to reduce their envi-
ronmental impact will undoubtedly increase the use of virtual venues in inter-
national negotiations, as is already evident in the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) process (Klein et al. 2021; Chasek 
2021). Beyond these considerations, virtual venues and hybrid formats are 
likely to continue being employed for the practical reason that they reduce 
the time and financial costs of engaging in international negotiation. Virtual 
venues are here to stay – by defining, analyzing, and articulating the challenges 
and opportunities presented by negotiation in such venues, this research will 
inform effective negotiation for the remainder of COVID-19 and articulate new 
recommendations for negotiation practice beyond this pandemic.

This study contributes to this timely and important area of research in 
three ways. First, it serves to confirm and add nuance to previous findings 
regarding diplomats’ experiences of virtual venue negotiation. Second, it 
identifies adapted negotiation tactics (such as novel forms of ‘stonewalling’) 
that have emerged in the months since these early studies were conducted. 
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Finally, it identifies areas where the lack of adequate adaptation with respect 
to relationship-building in digital space continues to hamper the efficacy of 
virtual venue negotiation. The study proceeds by reviewing previous scholar-
ship on venue selection and face-to-face interaction in negotiation processes. 
It continues by reviewing relevant studies of technology use and more recent 
studies explicitly focused on diplomatic engagement during the COVID-19 
pandemic. This is followed by a description of research methodology, includ-
ing an outline of the survey tool and a discussion of limitations. Quantitative 
and qualitative analysis of survey responses follows, finding that while virtual 
venues are generally positively perceived, these venues have effects not only 
on negotiations’ format but also on their substance – with consequences for 
process dynamics, outcomes, and power. The study concludes by identifying 
areas for further research to support adaptation to virtual venue negotiation 
and more hybrid engagement.

	 Venue Choices and International Negotiations

Practitioners and scholars of diplomacy have long recognized that venue 
selection is an important part of the negotiation process. Diplomats con-
sider factors such as expedience, negotiation format, tradition, and prestige 
in determining the appropriate venue for sensitive international negotia-
tions; these decisions are themselves often the subject of extended ‘pre-talks’ 
(Berridge 2015: 36–40). “The reason for this concern,” argue negotiation ana-
lysts Salacuse and Rubin (1990: 5), “is that disputants almost always assume – 
and with good reason – that the particular location in which they negotiate 
will have consequences for the ensuing process and, ultimately, its results.” 
Similarly, Henrikson (2005: 369) writes that in the selection of a diplomatic 
venue, “the physical location and surrounding environment … is not entirely 
free or a matter of arbitrary choice,” arguing that this choice is constrained 
by the structure of power within the international system. Reflecting on the 
selection of the city of Bandung as the site of the first Asia-Africa conference 
in 1955, Shimazu (2014) finds that symbolic considerations strongly informed 
the decision. What was really at stake at Bandung, she argues was the will 
of the 29 delegations to assert Afro-Asian solidarity at a historic moment, 
by staging a collective crowning ceremony of post-colonial Asia and Africa. 
Approaching the issue of venue selection from a more strategic perspective, 
Coleman (2013) finds that the choice of the negotiation venue is highly conse-
quential for why states may be more or less willing to support the adoption of 
emerging international norms.
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Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, the choices of diplomatic 
venue have often been circumscribed by travel restrictions; virtual venues have 
often been selected out of necessity. The instrumental, symbolic, and strategic 
considerations that commonly inform venue selection in face-to-face nego-
tiations, as mentioned above, are arguably less relevant when applied to the 
virtual medium, or at least their impact is more difficult to gauge. Therefore, 
the consequences of the use of virtual venues for the negotiation processes 
they have enabled to continue (and subsequent results) warrant further 
examination.

Whereas the effects of remote negotiations are an emerging area of interest, 
there has been considerable research on the opposite phenomena: face-to-face 
interaction. Following neuroscience research that suggests information pro-
cessing is improved by in-person communication, Holmes (2013) has argued 
that face-to-face negotiations allow participants to have more confidence in 
their assessments of counterparts’ intentions, thereby increasing credibil-
ity and cooperation. Holmes and Wheeler (2020) have since expanded this 
argument, suggesting that variations in ‘social bonding’ within a negotiation 
can have important effects on the outcome. Rather than dispositional char-
acteristics of diplomats, they argue that it is the procedural elements of a 
negotiation – namely, bodily co-presence, barriers to outsiders, mutual focus 
of attention, and ‘shared mood’ – that are necessary in generating the personal 
bonds that are required for negotiators to build mutual trust and understand-
ing. Similarly, Wong (2020) has mapped the expressive function of emotions 
within negotiation. He argues that nonverbal cues such as tone and body lan-
guage are important information-sharing mechanisms within a negotiation; 
these are not replicable in the “impersonal and irregular channels” represented 
by virtual venues (Wong 2016: 145). The potential implications of this body of 
research for virtual negotiations are significant, suggesting that shifting negoti-
ations from a physical to a virtual format may have a detrimental effect on the 
ability of the participants to communicate effectively and to the develop the 
necessary level of trust to continue the negotiations.

While diplomatic scholarship on the use of technology in negotiation remains 
somewhat limited, research in other disciplines has explored the potential 
impact of digital platforms and strategies on negotiation and group collabora-
tion. In a simulation experiment testing the efficacy of ‘e-negotiation’ media in 
the international business sphere, Galin, et al. (2007: 787), find that “the nego-
tiation media … barely affects the negotiation outcomes” – a stark contrast to 
the expectations of the diplomatic literature outlined above. Examining busi-
ness management practices, Cheng, et al. (2021: 546), find that the efficiency 
of collaboration between geographically distributed team members is affected 
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by their pre-existing levels of trust in one another. Similarly, trust assessments 
are continuously updated in the process of virtual collaboration. Integrating 
feedback and monitoring mechanisms into the virtual platform were found to 
increase group members’ trust in each other and enhance their collaborative 
work (Cheng, et al. 2021: 547). Approaching this topic from the field of cogni-
tive science, Marchi, et al. (2020) similarly find that in simulated virtual nego-
tiations, familiarity with negotiation counterparts is associated with greater 
cooperation, while increased empathy has little impact.

Where studies of technological use in diplomatic negotiations do exist, they 
offer mixed results. Adler-Nissen and Drieschova (2019), for example, have 
examined the use of collaborative word processing software and its impacts 
on international negotiations. While they find that ‘track-change diplomacy’ 
can increase shareability, visualization, and immediacy of information, these 
technologies also reflect and exacerbate existing power dynamics in a negoti-
ation. Disputes over the control of virtual text can lead to confusion and inef-
ficiency. Parties may take advantage of procedural ‘disorder’ to influence the 
course of the negotiation; this research demonstrates that negotiating parties 
quickly leverage the opportunities inherent in new negotiation technologies 
and adapt their tactics accordingly.

Similarly, Bjola and Manor (2018) have found that Putnam’s two-level game 
theory is highly relevant in understanding the potential impact of virtual 
engagement technologies on negotiation processes. Digital diplomacy has 
expanded the ‘negotiating table’; in addition to traditional communications 
and messaging tactics, social media is increasingly employed as a negotia-
tion technology. More specifically, governments can increase their win sets 
through three digital tactics: by using social media to craft messages and cali-
brate arguments in such a way that maximizes the appeal of the government’s 
foreign policy; by listening to online conversations and tailoring messages to 
the target audience’s feedback; and by facilitating dialogic engagement for the 
purpose of building coalitions with supporters and bridges with opponents. 
The immediacy and simultaneity of public feedback influences negotiators, 
their tactics, and negotiation outcomes. While negotiators have long commu-
nicated with their counterparts during negotiations via electronic messaging 
and social media groups, the impact of these negotiating technologies remains 
underexamined.4

4	 We are grateful to a reviewer for supplying an example of this phenomena in the 2009 
UNFCCC (COP 15): negotiators repeatedly texted and messaged members on the dais during 
the closing plenary, urging them to call a recess in order to ensure the Danish Prime Minister 
“took note” of the Copenhagen Accord.
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More recent scholarship has focused explicitly on the impact of COVID-19 
restrictions on diplomacy and international negotiation. Maurer and Wright 
(2020), writing in the early months of the pandemic, assess the viability of vir-
tual diplomacy in the EU; they predict that continuity of existing negotiations 
will be more readily supported by virtual technologies than the initiation of 
new debates and relationships. Naylor (2020) similarly argues that virtual ven-
ues can lead to a ‘hollowing’ of summit diplomacy; the loss of the performative 
symbolic and interpersonal dimensions of summitry render online meetings 
ineffective. These mostly speculative pieces have been followed by four empir-
ical studies of virtual venues in negotiation. The first, written by Vadrot et al. 
(2021), consists of a survey examining the impact of COVID-19 on UN marine 
biodiversity negotiations. Echoing the predictions of Maurer and Wright, they 
find that virtual venues succeed when they are built on existing ‘normal nego-
tiation practice’ and collective ‘background knowledge’. While most respond-
ents agreed that virtual venues could not fully replace face-to-face meetings, 
the use of informal videoconferencing and private messaging alongside formal 
sessions was seen as valuable for increasing group collaboration.

The second study, conducted by Bramsen and Hagemann (2021), discusses 
the impact of COVID-19 on Syrian and Yemeni peace processes. Through a series 
of semi-structured interviews, they examine negotiators’ experience of adap-
tation to virtual venues. They find that while participants perceive benefits to 
accessibility, frequency, and equity of participation, the disruption to ‘social 
bonding’ processes and diminished faith in confidentiality can be detrimental. 
They conclude that the ‘sense of peace’ which emerges in face-to-face meet-
ings is lost, with negative impacts for peace processes. Third, a recent study 
conducted by Bjola and Manor (2022) found that the arrival of the COVID-19 
pandemic has triggered a new wave of digital adaptation for ministries of for-
eign affairs (MFA), the result of which is the rise of hybrid diplomacy as a novel 
method of diplomatic engagement, in which physical and virtual engagements 
are expected to integrate, complement, and empower each other. The pace 
and shape of hybrid diplomacy will depend on how well MFA s will manage the 
transition from adaptation to adoption, that is, from learning how to integrate 
physical and virtual presences under pressure (by trial and error and improv-
isation), to doing so in a more deliberative, strategic, and systematic manner. 
Finally, a study of 18 UN environmental meeting sessions that took place dur-
ing the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, conducted by Chasek (2022, this 
issue) through interviews, direct observation, and Earth Negotiations Bulletin 
reviews, examined the development of interpersonal relationships and trust 
in these multilateral negotiations. As many were conducted virtually, this 
research offers findings for the development of trust in communication, equity, 
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technology, transparency, and process (that is, efficacy and legitimacy). Chasek 
finds that while negotiators were able to adapt and build trust in new technol-
ogies and modes of communication, concerns about equity, transparency, and 
process were pervasive.

This study builds on and adds to this previous scholarship. Confirming some 
of the phenomena articulated above while adding further nuance, it contrib-
utes to the reliability of these findings. Importantly, it provides updated data on 
the questions raised by both Vadrot et al., and Bramsen and Hagemann regard-
ing perceptions of the legitimacy and confidentiality of negotiations in virtual 
venues. Further, building on Bjola and Manor’s concept of hybrid diplomacy, 
it examines how specific negotiating tactics have emerged in the intervening 
months as negotiators adapt their strategies and develop new techniques to 
function in virtual venues.

	 Methods

This study applies a survey methodology to collect data on diplomats’ experi-
ences using virtual venues with the objective of contextualizing and calibrat-
ing the findings of previous studies of virtual negotiations; keeping abreast of 
key developments in technology-informed negotiation tactics; and providing 
an empirical basis for considering the theoretical implications of virtual ven-
ues for negotiation and diplomacy studies. The study follows an inductive 
approach, which is particularly suitable for conducting qualitative research 
when the novelty of social experiences and processes, such as those prompted 
by the abrupt transition to the virtual medium during the pandemic, requires 
researchers to do a close reading of the raw data in order to derive meaningful 
concepts, themes, or analytical models (Thomas 2006).

The study used a web-based questionnaire hosted on Microsoft Forms. 
Recruitment occurred between September 2021 and November 2021 through 
a snowballing method: the questionnaire was shared via email, Twitter, and 
LinkedIn with diplomats known to the researchers to possess relevant expe-
rience. Respondents were encouraged to share the survey with colleagues 
possessing similar experience. Participation in the survey was voluntary and 
anonymous. 28 respondents self-selected for participation. Respondents were 
relatively evenly distributed between junior (32%), mid-level (36%), and senior 
diplomats (32%). Their experience conducting negotiations in virtual venues 
was self-reported according to two metrics: the number of negotiation sessions 
attended on virtual platforms and a Likert scale assessment of their own virtual 
conferencing skills. Most respondents (71.4%) considered themselves skilled 
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in virtual conferencing (ranking themselves a ‘4’ or ‘5’ out of 5), with a signifi-
cant portion (29%) having participated in ‘25–50’ virtual negotiation sessions, 
and an even more sizeable portion (46%) having participated in ‘more than 
50’ such sessions. The nature of the sample presents both a limitation and a 
strength. Since most respondents in our small sample identified themselves 
as very experienced in virtual venue negotiation, their skill level may bias per-
ceptions of confidence and efficacy. On the other hand, their depth of experi-
ence in virtual venue negotiation means that respondents within the sample 
are well-suited to offer meaningful insights that might be further explored 
in large-N studies. The survey was designed around four topics: respondents’ 
personal backgrounds and diplomatic experience; perceptions of negotia-
tion tactics and efficacy within virtual sessions; descriptions of technological 
platforms used and assessments of their suitability; and perceptions of the 
long-term efficacy of virtual venue negotiation. In total, the survey consisted 
of 22 (open and closed) questions.

Subsequent analysis included quantitative and qualitative methods. Each 
respondent was assigned a unique identifier according to the chronologi-
cal order in which their response was received. The quantitative data was 
imported into the analytics software Tableau and visual representations were 
used to extract analytical insight from the data set. Responses to open-ended 
questions were inductively coded according to key themes; nodes were sub-
sequently reviewed and adjusted as appropriate. This code frame facilitated 
comparative analysis across grouped responses.

Several additional limitations to this survey methodology warrant consid-
eration. While respondents were not exclusively representatives of Western 
states (43% of respondents were diplomats from nations outside Europe 
and North America), there remained a significant Western bias. Additionally, 
the respondent pool reflected a gender bias (only 25% of respondents self- 
identified as women).5 The lack of data on the perspectives of the populations 
not adequately represented in this survey sample may impinge on the general-
izability of the study’s findings. Ethical approval for this study was provided by 
Oxford University’s Central University Research Ethics Committee (CUREC). 
This study did not engage external sponsors.

5	 Regarding gender imbalance in our sample, it is worth noting that preliminary research, 
across sectors, suggests that women have been disproportionately overburdened in the move 
to virtual work during the COVID-19 pandemic. It is possible that this phenomenon (as well 
as an unequal increase in caretaking responsibilities for women working from home) may 
have contributed to the gender imbalance of respondents. As our survey did not include 
questions on gendered impacts, including domestic and childcare duties, this remains a lim-
itation of our findings.
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	 Virtual Negotiation Arenas

	 Contextual Features
As the studies discussed above indicate, virtual venues have the power to 
reshape the context in which negotiations are conducted. Most critically, they 
impact negotiation efficacy by making it difficult for participants to establish 
and foster interpersonal relationships. To explore how virtual venues may 
influence the conduct of diplomatic negotiations, we asked our respondents 
to describe the reasons that they used virtual venues for negotiation sessions; 
to clarify whether they have been able to ‘read the room’ during the meetings 
(for example, ascertain who is paying attention to the discussion, what issues 
resonate with whom, etc.); and to assess the extent to which the use of vir-
tual venues has proved effective in advancing their negotiation agendas. The 
results are presented below and they tell an interesting story.

As shown in Figure 1, our respondents have primarily used virtual ven-
ues for conducting negotiations and for following up on decisions made in 
face-to-face meetings. Interestingly, virtual venues have played a less relevant 
role in preparing and setting the stage for offline meetings, an intriguing find-
ing which could be attributed to the dense schedule of the participants. As 
one of the respondents pointed out, the proliferation of virtual meetings led to 
the saturation of delegates’ agendas, and even increased miscommunication 
between them (survey response, September 27, 2021). The distribution of these 
preferences remains basically the same even when the results are broken down 
by the diplomatic rank of the participants, between junior (first or second 
secretaries), mid-level (counsellors) and senior diplomats (ambassadors and 

Figure 1	 Purposes of virtual meetings by diplomatic rank
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minister counsellors). The only noticeable differences, albeit hardly surprising, 
are the slight increase in the use of virtual venues by mid-level diplomats for 
follow-up meetings, as well as the stronger involvement of senior diplomats in 
the conduct of online negotiations.

The relative ease with which diplomats have adapted to the virtual medium 
is also worth noting. As one of the respondents pointed out, virtual venues 
proved indispensable during the pandemic, especially in multilateral regional 
fora “during which delegates were able to negotiate and agree on draft texts 
that were later adopted by heads of delegations at summits or official sessions” 
(survey response, September 15, 2021). While most of the diplomats have 
managed to make the technical transition to virtual venues rather smoothly, 
it nevertheless appears that age and gender do make a difference. As Table 1 
illustrates, women have found it slightly more difficult to manage negotiation 
in virtual platforms and the gender divide has been amplified by age as well 
(although these responses may be influenced by a gendered tendency to under-
state skills in a self-evaluation or alternately, male respondents’ tendency to 
overstate). That being said, very few participants have expressed frustration 
with the technical features of virtual platforms, which suggests that technical 
challenges are perceived to be manageable through practice and training. One 
(woman) responder agreed, for instance, that “technologies have definitely 
improved over the last two years” and that they “are suitable to facilitating 
virtual negotiations although there might still be security issues to be solved” 
(survey response, September 9, 2021).

Table 1	 Virtual conferencing skills by gender and age

Virtual conferencing skills

Gender Age 1 3 4 5 Grand total

Man above 50 4 1 2 7
between 35–50 2 4 5 11
under 35 1 1 1 3
Total 1 6 6 8 21

Woman above 50 1 1
between 35–50 1 3 1 5
under 35 1 1
Total 1 5 1 7

Grand total 1 7 11 9 28
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On the critical issue of how virtual venues may affect interpersonal relations 
and by extension the effectiveness of international negotiations, the matter is 
slightly more disputed. On the one hand, the majority of our respondents found 
that virtual venues have been helpful in their negotiations (3.39 average satis-
faction rate on a scale from 1 – not much, to 5 – very much). Predictably, one 
key reason invoked by our respondents is practical: virtual venues have facil-
itated business continuity and enabled regular contact during the pandemic 
(survey response, September 27, 2021). However, for others, virtual venues have 
also helped “increase the preparatory time for negotiations, while reducing 
travel time and also the stress of being in the room” and “made it easier to have 
meetings with people from all over the world” (survey responses, September 15 
& October 14, 2021). On the other hand, diplomats have expressed reservations 
regarding the range of opportunities that virtual venues can offer for develop-
ing close and meaningful conversations during negotiations.

As Table 2 indicates, most diplomats have been only partially able to ‘read 
the room’ in virtual venues, that is, to follow who is paying attention to the dis-
cussion, what issues resonate with whom, how participants engage with each 
other, etc. Specifically, 39% in our sample complained that they were not able 
to read the room at all, especially in large meetings or when cameras were 
turned off.6 43% said they were able to do so only partially, especially when the 
moderator was sufficiently skillful to stimulate participants to engage in the 
conversation (survey response, September 26, 2021). The remaining 18% felt 
quite confident about being able to capture the dynamic of the virtual engage-
ment based on the interventions made during the meetings and provided that 
the internet connection was reliable (survey responses, October 14 & 18, 2021).

Interestingly, the distribution by diplomatic rank among those capable of 
‘reading the room’ was relatively even, suggesting that virtual venues might 
dilute the inherent advantage of senior diplomats in capturing the dynamic 
of the conversations. Women in a junior position, who presumably are more 
familiar with digital visual representations because of their age, also seem to 
perform better than their more senior counterparts in their efforts to read the 
room. Most importantly, Table 2 shows that perceptions of the effectiveness  
of the negotiations are informed by diplomats’ ability to read the room. The 
more they are able to do so, the more positive they feel about the effectiveness of  
their negotiations. 54% of those having such positive perceptions (3, 4, 5 marks 

6	 While our survey did not collect data on the size of discrete episodes of negotiation, qualita-
tive responses indicate that the number of participants and whether the venue’s ‘view’ for-
mat allowed diplomats to see participants simultaneously were potentially important factors 
in diplomats’ perceived ability to ‘read the room’.
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Table 2	 Perceptions of the effectiveness of virtual venues by the ability to read the room and  
diplomatic rank and gender

Effectiveness

Read the  
room

Gender Diplomatic  
rank

1 2 3 4 5 Grand 
Total

No Man Junior 1 1 1 3
Mid-Level 2 1 3
Senior 1 1

Woman Junior 1 1
Mid-Level 1 1 2
Senior 1 1

Total 1 3 3 3 1 11
Partially Man Mid-Level 1 1 3 5

Senior 1 2 2 5
Woman Junior 2 2
Total 1 1 3 5 2 12

Yes Man Junior 1 1 2
Senior 1 1 2

Woman Junior 1 1
Total 2 1 2 5

Grand total 2 4 8 9 5 28

on the scale from the ‘partially’ or ‘yes’ categories) have also insisted they can 
sense reasonably well the mood of the conversation. By contrast, only 25% 
found the meetings to be effective despite not being able to read the room.

While these contextual features give us a sense of the opportunities and 
constraints that virtual venues place in front of international negotiators, they 
tell us little about how they affect not only the format but also the substance of 
the negotiations. This aspect will be examined next.

	 Negotiation Tactics
Aside from creating a more constraining environment for conducting 
negotiations, virtual venues also have the potential to influence the way in 
which negotiations are pursued by recalibrating the structure of incentives 
and opportunities at the tactical level. In our survey, we asked diplomats 
to assess the impact of virtual venues on two types of negotiation tactics, 
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persuasive and coercive. The first category refers to methods by which negotia-
tors seek to build a positive understanding with their interlocutors by facilitating 
information-sharing, coalition-building, or backchanneling. The second cate-
gory includes methods by which negotiators seek to extract benefits by weak-
ening interlocutors’ resolve using stonewalling, ultimatums, or threats. The 
results presented below give us a slightly different picture of diplomat’s per-
ceptions of the influence of virtual venues on these two tactical approaches.

When asked about whether virtual venues have changed the use of per-
suasive tactics, 46% of our respondents said yes, 39% disagreed, while 14% 
expressed no opinion. The surprisingly high rate of positive responses suggests 
that our initial assumption about virtual venues having the potential to alter 
the conduct of international negotiations is indeed correct. However, there is 
important nuance in the responses. For some, the change induced by virtual 
venues is quite positive as they ensure that everyone receives the same infor-
mation, the meeting is faster (survey response, September 2, 2021), and they 
make it easier to have pre-meetings or post-meetings with other diplomats 
engaged in the negotiations (survey response, October 14, 2021). Cloud-based 
data sharing and private communication via messaging applications, espe-
cially WhatsApp, have been highlighted by some participants as particularly 
useful instruments for facilitating persuasive approaches.

For others, the change is not necessarily beneficial since virtual venues  
make it more difficult to build coalitions, information-sharing is graphics rather 
than content-oriented, and there is minimal or non-existent backchannelling as 
“WhatsApp and private chat messages cannot substitute for in-room approaches 
to other delegations” (survey responses, September 27 & November 5, 2021).  

Figure 2	 Impact of virtual venues on the use of persuasive tactics by gender
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As Figure 1 shows, the two groups are relatively evenly split with respect to 
how virtual venues may impact the conduct of the negotiations, but follow-up 
meetings are perceived to be more affected by the change.

Importantly, there is also an interesting gender dimension associated with the 
use of persuasive tactics in virtual venues, with women being more inclined 
than men to perceive virtual venues as having a stronger influence on the 
conduct of the negotiations, but primarily because of their constraining role. 
While having direct access to other negotiators (for example, via direct mes-
sages), or scheduling one-one-one videocalls to understand the redlines are 
seen as beneficial (survey response, September 30, 2021), the limitations of 
virtual venues carry weight as well. As one of the women participants pointed 
out, “when you have a negotiation through the virtual field it is more difficult 
to discover what are the strong or weak points of the other party” (survey 
response, October 18, 2021). The implication is clear. The ability to be persua-
sive in your virtual engagement with the other negotiators rests on being able 
to constantly test and monitor how the other reacts to your positions, and this 
possibility is perceived to be somewhat limited online.

The impact of virtual venues on coercive tactics is perceived to be even 
stronger than in the case of persuasive tactics. Specifically, 57% of the diplo-
mats in our sample agreed that virtual venues impacted the use of coercive 
tactics, 28% had reservations about this being the case, and 14% indicated they 
had no experience using these tactics in virtual venues. That being said, the 
perceived impact of virtual venues varies significantly among respondents. 
For some, the “virtual room softened the impressions of personal antagonism” 
(survey response, September 2, 2021) and therefore the use of coercive tactics 
was expected to be more subdued online. The short duration of online meet-
ings could also make coercive tactics more difficult to deploy. For others, vir-
tual venues made it easier for delegations to stonewall and stall the discussions 
by invoking technical difficulties or postponing meetings (survey responses, 
September 29 & 30, 2021). More creative negotiators would use coercive tac-
tics to shape the agenda for discussion, for instance, by agreeing on subjects 
offline, presenting them as fait accomplis during meetings, and taking advan-
tage of the confusion of other delegates to proceed. They could also change 
versions of agreements from one call to another, invoke “missing mails” that 
should have been sent but were not, or use the “silence” or “offline” times to 
nudge agreements and profit from confusion or miscommunication (survey 
response, September 27, 2021).

As Figure 3 illustrates, virtual venues are perceived to have a stronger impact 
on the conduct of negotiations and to a lesser extent on follow-up and pre-
paratory meetings. However, similar to the previous case, the associations that 
our respondents have made about the use of coercive tactics in virtual venues 
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reveal an interesting gender dimension, with men significantly more inclined 
than women to deploy these tactics online. The finding that women seem to 
appreciate more the use of persuasive rather than coercive tactics in virtual 
venues is particularly interesting, but needs to be qualified by the fact that, as 
suggested in Table 1 above, women are slightly more reserved than men when 
using virtual platforms for negotiations. As one woman (junior) participant 
pointed out, “virtual negotiations are helpful, but if possible, to avoid it would 
be better because of the lack of personal interaction that is inherent to a good 
outcome” (survey response, September 27, 2021).

When the issue is discussed from the reverse angle, that is, how the use of 
coercive and persuasive tactics may affect the effectiveness of virtual negoti-
ations (see Table 3), participants largely agree that their impact could be sub-
stantial, especially when coercive tactics are involved. This seems to suggest 
that while the intrinsic features of virtual venues may constrain the application 
of persuasive tactics due to the relative inability of participants to connect well 
with each other, these features may nevertheless allow diplomats to frame the 
agenda of the discussion in a more coercive manner using, for instance, stone-
walling or stalling tactics. This is an interesting finding that highlights a novel 
method by which virtual venues can influence the conduct of international 
negotiations, in a manner that is distinct from offline approaches. Specifically, 
virtual venues make it easier to deploy these tactics than in face-to-face meet-
ings, thus generating a more direct and immediate effect on the structure of 
incentives and opportunities of the negotiating parties.

Figure 3	 Impact of virtual venues on the use of coercive tactics by gender

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

Man Woman Man Woman

No Yes

Conduct nego�a�ons

Follow up on face-to-face mee�ngs

Prepare face-to-face mee�ngs

Downloaded from Brill.com03/09/2023 08:45:41AM
via free access



85Virtual Venues and International Negotiations

International Negotiation 28 (2023) 69–93

Lastly, it is important also to note that most of the respondents expressed con-
fidence in the quality of the negotiation outcomes concluded in virtual venues. 
When asked about whether agreements reached online would need to be rene-
gotiated once physical meetings resumed, 39% firmly disagreed, 32% said that 
might be possible, and about 15% found that to be necessary or did not know. 
The remaining 14% expressed no view. As one of the respondents indicated, 
the complexity of the agreement would be the key factor to consider when 
deciding whether physical negotiations would be required to complement 
those conducted online: “I believe that an agreement that requires more depth, 
might need to be renegotiated. I find, however, that even the most important 
resolution I negotiated virtually during the pandemic would not need to be 
renegotiated” (survey response, September 27, 2021). The strong level of con-
fidence in the quality of the negotiation outcomes concluded online suggests 
that virtual venues are no longer seen as exotic places, located outside the 
realm of diplomatic activity. In fact, they are increasingly perceived as a credi-
ble alternatives to face-to-face negotiation arenas.

	 Discussion

Following the empirical analysis of survey responses, we reviewed and analyzed 
respondents’ qualitative answers to open-ended questions. This analysis was 
conducted inductively; key clauses were coded according to thematic nodes, 
which were subsequently reviewed and adjusted throughout the process. The 

Table 3	 Perceptions of the influence of coercive and persuasive tactics on the  
effectiveness of virtual negotiations

Coercive tactics Persuasive tactics

Effectiveness
(1 weak, 5 strong)

Yes No Yes No

1 2 2
2 2 2 1 2
3 5 3 4 4
4 6 5 2
5 1 3 3 1
Total 16 8 13 11
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thematic code frame organized responses according to their alignment with 
our empirical findings; qualitative answers both corroborated these findings 
and suggested further areas of inquiry in this field. Unsurprisingly, every sin-
gle respondent indicated that the procedural constraints inherent to virtual 
venues had somehow influenced the negotiation process and their ability to 
effectively negotiate therein. While they were not unanimous in their analysis 
of how and why this was the case, key points of agreement are identified and 
discussed below.

Several responses indicated that while the choice of virtual venue is often a 
necessity, these venues are not immune to the considerations that have histor-
ically influenced in-person venue selection. Not all virtual venues are created 
alike  – features such as breakout rooms, integrated chat streams, and view-
ing format were all mentioned as crucial built-in aspects of the selected venue 
(survey responses, September 29, 28 & 27, 2021, respectively). Most commonly, 
respondents criticized virtual venues without a ‘gallery view’ function; limited 
layouts hampered their ability to see all other participants simultaneously 
(with the UN’s virtual venue of choice, Interprefy, drawing particular ire as “a 
very faulty platform” (survey response, September 27, 2021)). Accordingly, one 
respondent called for the development of more tailored platforms that can 
be adapted to “specific needs in any organizations,” such as that body’s proce-
dural rules around points of order and voting (survey response, September 27, 
2021). Interestingly, one respondent described the use of Microsoft Teams as 
“too American” – remarking on the “infantile” and unserious nature of using 
“emoticons” in formal negotiations (survey response, September 29, 2021). 
These responses suggest that the choice of a specific virtual venue can echo 
considerations common to face-to-face negotiations; choosing the ‘shape 
of the table,’ for instance, remains laden with both symbolic and functional 
consequences.

In accordance with our empirical findings, most respondents agreed that the 
use of virtual venues for negotiation was ‘net positive’. While the overwhelming 
rationale offered by respondents was that virtual venues allowed continuity 
despite lockdown restrictions, some other interesting benefits were identified. 
One ‘positive’ that was repeatedly mentioned was the increased accessibility 
and geographic scope of the negotiation table (survey responses, September 15 &  
29, October 14 & 19, 2021). While the choice of time zone may still reflect biases 
and power differentials among negotiators, several respondents agreed that 
virtual venues were “relatively easy to set up over different time zones” (sur-
vey response, September 29, 2021). Similarly, one respondent proposed that 
a collective benefit of virtual venue negotiation was the empowerment of a 
centralized mediator with the ability to “mute participants” or “interrupt the 
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meeting” in order to move the negotiating agenda forward (survey response, 
September 22, 2021). Aside from group-wide benefits, a contingent of respond-
ents pointed to individual benefits: virtual venues allowed them to be more 
effective negotiators by reducing fatigue from travel, increasing preparatory 
time, and allowing more immediate access to online information (survey 
responses, October 10, September 2 & 22, 2021, respectively).

In contrast, a significant portion of respondents remarked on the deleteri-
ous individual and collective effects of ‘Zoom fatigue’ (survey response, Sept 15, 
2021). Echoing popular conceptions of the term, diplomats identified screen 
time, schedule saturation, and lack of adequate rest and refreshment opportu-
nities as key factors inducing fatigue (survey responses, September 30, 27 & 30, 
2021, respectively). As a result, several respondents listed ‘attention’, ‘concen-
tration’, and ‘distraction’ as challenges inherent to negotiation in virtual venues 
(survey responses, September 8, 15, 15, 26 & 26, 2021). One respondent even sug-
gested that “numbers of people still interested by end of the first hour of discus-
sion” is a key metric of success in a virtual venue negotiation (survey response, 
September 28, 2021). Some respondents noted that the tendency toward ‘Zoom 
fatigue’ necessitated a change in mediation strategies to draw out and engage 
“shy” or inattentive negotiators (survey response, September 26, 2021). While 
participant engagement can pose a similar challenge within face-to-face nego-
tiations, features of virtual venues made it particularly difficult for mediators, 
chairs, and other negotiating parties to re-connect with disengaged negoti-
ators. Many such negotiators resorted to familiar means to mitigate ‘Zoom 
fatigue,’ including turning off their cameras – sometimes leaving their cameras 
off “even when taking the floor,” to the chagrin of their counterparts (survey 
response, September 30, 2021).

Our survey revealed several forms of (mal)adaption to negotiation in virtual 
venues. The most glaring examples were found in respondents’ descriptions 
of new and adapted negotiation tactics. In an open-ended question about 
the use of coercive tactics, several respondents pointed out the novel ways 
in which negotiating parties ‘stonewalled’ by delaying or postponing negoti-
ating progress. Related to the phenomena discussed above, one respondent 
noted that it was easier for negotiators to hold up proceedings without induc-
ing social pressure by “hiding behind a turned off camera” (survey response, 
September 29, 2021). Another tactic included stonewalling by indefinite post-
ponement. Whereas the travel and logistical necessities of in-person negotia-
tion may more effectively commit parties to engagement, meetings in virtual 
venues are more flexible – one respondent found it “[too] easy to postpone and 
propose new virtual meetings (ad eternum)” (survey response, September 29, 
2021). When meetings did take place, they were often scheduled for short time 
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periods (such as half-hour sessions). One respondent indicated that these cur-
tailed sessions (and the ease with which negotiators could ‘walk away’ from an 
overlong session) meant that stonewalling within sessions was more effective 
and less costly: “Time seems elongated. If someone is being coercive, you can 
delay the proceedings, retrench and strategize” (survey response, October 19, 
2021). While stonewalling is by no means a new negotiation tactic, the ways in 
which this tactic has been adapted to the unique opportunities of the virtual 
venue are notable.

Our survey responses also indicated the development of a novel (if not 
surprising) negotiation tactic: the performance of technical difficulty. One 
respondent indicated that “some delegations took advantage of the technical 
weaknesses of the platform and the digital literacy (or lack thereof) of the mod-
erators to disrupt the dynamics of the meeting and thus influence the agenda” 
(survey response, September 22, 2021). Stalling tactics included feigning con-
nectivity issues or claiming to have difficulty with document and screen shar-
ing. One respondent admitted that in virtual venues “it is easier to interrupt 
the meeting, to pretend you did not hear well” (survey response, September 22, 
2021). While some negotiators may have seen this tactic as an effective way 
of manipulating negotiation pace, others argue that it is transparent theater. 
One respondent noted that “stonewalling is actually rude when in an online 
meeting, and pretexting IT troubles makes one look ridiculous, not unready to 
negotiate” (survey response, September 28, 2021). The age difference between 
the two respondents quoted above (with the former falling in the “35–50” cate-
gory and the latter identifying as “under 35”) may be telling – revealing a gener-
ational difference in digital literacy that extends to a more finely attuned sense 
of which technical problems are believable and which are invented.

As revealed in our empirical analysis, negotiators’ degree of satisfaction with 
the efficacy of virtual venue negotiation correlated strongly with their confi-
dence in their ability to read the room. Confirming Bramsen and Hagemann’s 
theorization on the “missing sense of peace” in virtual venues, we similarly 
found a gendered difference in assessments by men and women – with the lat-
ter expressing a more acute sense of limitation in their ability to make accurate 
and nuanced assessments of their peers and interlocutors in virtual space. One 
(woman) respondent quipped that it was “virtually (no pun intended) impos-
sible to read the room” (survey response, September 27, 2021). Responses such 
as this indicate that the procedural constraints inherent to virtual venue selec-
tion may have differential effects on different demographic groups.

One reason that it was particularly difficult for negotiators to read the room 
may be, as Bjola and Manor (2018) note, because the notion of the ‘room’ 
itself has expanded to include citizens, press representatives, and civil society 
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organizations that engage with diplomats and negotiators in virtual spaces 
(including social media). Indeed, several respondents indicated an anxiety 
around ‘feeling overheard’ (survey responses, September 9, 26 & 30, October 14 &  
19, 2021). Faith in the confidentiality and security of virtual venue negotiation 
was generally low. Interestingly, respondents were less concerned that outside 
parties may actually gain access to ‘meeting links’ and join the virtual venue 
independently; they were more concerned that negotiating counterparts with 
legitimate access to the virtual venue may record or relay information to out-
side parties without their consent or authorization. One respondent argued 
that “the fact that you can easily be recorded (without knowing it) and the 
ease with which colleagues in the virtual room can be communicating with 
others (even outside the room) makes things more complicated. At times you 
don’t know if you’re handling questions from people in the virtual room or 
the outside” (survey response, September 30, 2021). While some negotiators 
believed that the pressure of this transparency “[made] partners more prudent 
and more accurate in statements” (survey response, September 26, 2021), some 
found that this confidentiality concern limited information-sharing capacity. 
In some instances, for example, “printed material was held in-front of camera 
just to avoid sending originals over digital platforms” as a result of security 
concerns (survey response, October 14, 2021).

Despite a noted lack of confidence in the confidentiality and integrity of 
negotiation processes, our respondents exhibited a remarkable faith in the 
legitimacy and lasting power of agreements negotiated in virtual venues.  
A significant ‘null finding’ of our survey was a low level of concern regarding 
the legitimacy of virtual venue negotiation processes and outcomes. As men-
tioned in the previous section, several respondents indicated that decisions 
made and agreements reached in virtual venues were just as legitimate as 
in-person agreements (survey responses, September 26 & 30, October 14 &14, 
2021). As one respondent summarized, “There is no big difference in this sense 
between online and on-site negotiations. Pacta sunt servanda  – agreements 
must be kept – in any means of achievement” (survey response, September 26, 
2021). While some argued that these agreements may need to be “cemented” or 
“verified” by subsequent face-to-face meetings, these respondents were in the 
minority (7%).

These findings suggest that effective diplomatic adaptation should focus 
on developing innovative ways of negotiating that maximize the benefits of 
virtual spaces as venues rather than treating them as unique manifestations 
generated by the pandemic, which may become redundant once travel restric-
tions are fully removed. Echoing Bjola and Manor’s (2022) research on hybrid 
diplomacy, the use of virtual venues in international negotiations ought not 
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to be seen as replacements of physical meetings but rather as additional are-
nas for conducting negotiations. The main task in front of diplomats is not 
whether or not to use virtual venues, but when to do so and in what combi-
nations with physical meetings. Our findings indicate, for instance, that while 
diplomats feel confident about the quality of negotiation outcomes concluded 
online, they nevertheless agree that complex agreements require a combi-
nation of meetings in physical and virtual venues. The urgency of the nego-
tiations, scheduling flexibility, and the suitability of coercive and persuasive 
tactics to the task at hand are critical factors to consider when deciding on the 
best combination of physical and virtual venues for conducting negotiations.

Finally, our study raises interesting questions about the exercise of power 
in international negotiations conducted in virtual venues. Compared to tradi-
tional face-to-face negotiations, respondents indicated an increase in the use 
of coercive tactics to manipulate negotiation pace and agenda. As evidence 
from our survey indicates that virtual venues provide more opportunities for 
the implementation of coercive tactics, this suggests that virtual venues may 
serve to exacerbate existing power imbalances between negotiating parties. 
This represents a critical area for future research. Virtual venues may advantage 
those parties with less incentive to negotiate in the first place, as the incentive 
and opportunity structure of a virtual format facilitates stalling and stone-
walling. Less powerful negotiating partners may find themselves further dis-
advantaged, as the tactical mechanisms for persuasion and coalition-building 
are more difficult to operationalize in the virtual venue format. Virtual venues 
are not neutral or equalizing spaces  – future research and the development 
of hybrid negotiation strategies ought to incorporate this awareness, acknowl-
edging that a combination of both on- and offline engagement could be crucial 
to rebalancing power dynamics within a negotiation.

	 Conclusion

The use of ‘virtual venues’ for international diplomacy has changed the way 
that states negotiate power – and changed the very power dynamics within 
these negotiations. Overall, our study has found unanimous support for the 
conclusion that virtual venues not only affect the format of negotiations, but 
the substance of the negotiation process (and by extension, their outcomes). 
Perceptions of how these effects are manifest, however, were variable and at 
times completely opposed. While one respondent, for example, found that 
their counterparts were ‘poker faced’ and more ‘remote’ in a virtual venue (sur-
vey response, September 30, 2021), another respondent found their colleagues 
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more personable online, as “masks were more easily off” (survey response, 
September 28, 2021). We will doubtless be contending with these differential 
perceptions and effects of virtual venues for decades to come.

Despite this variability, our analysis of survey responses uncovered several 
crucial findings. First, and unsurprisingly, diplomats’ evaluation of negotiation 
efficacy in virtual venues was directly related to their perception of their abil-
ity to read the room. Diplomats viewed these venues as effective when they 
were perceived to be an adequate analogue for traditional in-person negotia-
tion; feeling a lack of social cues and connection was related to dissatisfaction 
with the virtual venue format. Secondly, we uncovered a difference in tactical 
approaches within virtual venue negotiations. Persuasive tactics were difficult 
to effectuate in virtual venues, while coercive tactics such as stalling and stone-
walling were more easily employed. We also encountered a novel negotiation 
tactic: feigning technical difficulty with the mechanics of the virtual venue 
itself in order to stall or delay negotiation.

While diplomats expressed reservations regarding the efficacy of virtual 
venue negotiation and specifically the confidentiality of these venues, they 
generally supported the legitimacy of virtual negotiation processes and 
agreements reached therein. Diplomats agreed that virtual venues are here 
to stay, and for the most part have adapted accordingly. We argue, however, 
that there is more adaptation ahead – moving forward, diplomats will need 
to move beyond conceptualizing virtual venues as stand-ins for face-to-face 
venues, and instead find new ways of engaging with virtual venues as venues 
in their own right. This will entail further examination of the opportunities 
and challenges presented by these venues and may require diplomats and 
negotiators to undertake additional specialized training on effectively oper-
ating in these spaces.

This study has generated several areas of inquiry to guide future research 
and implementation of virtual venue negotiation. One avenue for research 
concerns participant inclusivity and engagement. How does the number of 
participants in a virtual negotiation impact diplomats’ ability to read the room 
and reach agreement? Is there a ‘limit’ to the number of participants that can 
be meaningfully included, and how is this related to the ‘view’ format of the 
virtual venue selected? Similarly, how can mediators, meeting chairs, and 
negotiating parties better engage reluctant or withdrawn parties  – and how 
should mediator/chair selection adapt to include these considerations? How  
does ‘Zoom fatigue’ differ from the forms of travel and negotiation fatigue 
common to face-to-face diplomacy? How can ‘Zoom fatigue’ be mitigated to 
make virtual negotiation more effective? What are the effects of time zone 
differentials in virtual venue negotiations? In general, what makes one virtual 
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venue more effective than another – and how can existing venues be adapted 
(or new ones built) to provide the ‘best’ international negotiation platform?

Among this litany of unanswered questions, one crucial area for future 
research is the potential for virtual venues to exacerbate power imbalances 
between negotiating parties. Venue selection is always a careful navigation of 
benefits and trade-offs, and selecting a virtual venue is no different. Depending 
on the negotiation context and content, choosing a virtual venue may bene-
fit one party over others; in such cases, continued in-person contact and/or 
increased hybridity may be necessary to rebalance power dynamics for more 
fair and effective negotiation outcomes.
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