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Introduction 
There is a general consensus amongst practitioners and academics that the inclusion of actors beyond the 
official warring parties in peace processes increases the sustainability of the resulting peace agreement. In 
response to this, the United Nations “Guidance for Effective Mediation” has strongly underlined the importance 
of this principle and suggests innovative approaches to ensure that the views of other important stakeholders 
are taken into account more substantially by mediators. But while most researchers argue that broader partici-
pation makes the process more sustainable and democratic, many mediation practitioners emphasize that 
enhanced participation in peace negotiations risks making it more difficult and less efficient to reach a peace 
agreement. Therefore, many peacemakers are struggling to put the participation paradigm into practice. 
 
The three speakers Catherine Barnes2, Andy Carl3 and Thania Paffenholz4 have been working on the issue of 
inclusion and participation in peace processes for more than ten years both in the field as well as behind their 
desks. On the basis of concrete cases, the three shared their idea on what the participation paradigm is and 
how it could be better translated into practice without compromising the efficiency of reaching a peace 
agreement. 
 
Quintessence of the Roundtable 
In the following, we would like to highlight a few observations that the speakers underlined during the 
roundtable.  

Handling complex conflicts 

According to Catherine Barnes, peace processes are about transforming conflict and renegotiating the political 
order. In order to make them manageable, negotiations on complex conflicts used to be channeled into talks 
between the warring parties without necessarily addressing the conflict system as a whole. Sudan is a telling 
example for the so-called “peace-by-peace/piece-by piece approach” – the conflicts between the North and the 
South and the conflict in Darfur have been treated as separate conflicts for easier management. It led to a 
dangerous fragmentation of the whole conflict system, and ultimately failed to address broader issues and 
including different actors in the resolution.  
 
Research shows that we need to be careful with reducing complexity and only focusing on the ‘usual suspects’ 
sitting around the negotiation table; involving many ethnic groups and other societal actors (‘complexifying’ the 
peace landscape) enhances the possibility of a democratic process.  

                                                      
1 A joint project by swisspeace and the Center for Security Studies, ETH-Zurich, funded by the Federal Department of Foreign 
Affairs of Switzerland. 
2 Associate Professor at the Eastern Mennonite University 
3 Co-founder and Executive Director of Conciliation Resources (CR) 
4 Senior Researcher at the Centre on Conflict, Peacebuilding and Development (CCDP) at the Graduate Institute of International 
and Development Studies in Geneva (IHEID) 

http://www.peacemaker.un.org/sites/peacemaker.un.org/files/GuidanceEffectiveMediation_UNDPA2012%28english%29_1.pdf
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From a normative to a pragmatic approach 

During the past few years, the question about why to broaden participation in peace negotiations has been 
widely discussed. Thania Paffenholz underlined that normative arguments always stand in the center of the 
discussion which eventually lead to a well known dilemma: nobody dares to challenge the importance of broad 
participation – comparable with the discussion on gender issues – but at the same time it still lacks wide 
implementation in peace negotiations. The point was also made that normative standards and international law 
(like UNSC Resolution 1325) place new demands on hitherto pragmatic role of the modern mediator. 
 
It was advocated that the discussion finally needs to go beyond the ‘why’, more towards the ‘how’ question – 
how broadening participation can be best put into practice. But with regard to implementation, one of the main 
obstacles seems to be the possibility that broad participation complicates the negotiations and makes them 
harder to manage. 

Models of inclusion: paths to explore the “how” question  

Often it is not possible to bring all important groups to one negotiation “table” simultaneously; therefore we can 
observe different ways of including stakeholders. In order to get an overview of different models of inclusion, 
Thania Paffenholz shared some insights from her own research. Thania and her team from the Centre on 
Conflict, Development and Peacebuilding (CCDP) at the Graduate Institute of International and Development 
Studies in Geneva, analyzed different forms of participation on the basis of empirical cases. The nine models 
are not mutually exclusive, preliminary and as follows: 
 
1.) Direct representation at the negotiation table, (e.g. working groups/committees in the negotiations in Yemen 
and DR Congo); 
2.) Observer status (direct presence during the negotiations; e.g. in Liberia, observer groups played a 
substantial role); 
3.) Official consultative forums (parallel to negotiations; elected or selected; e.g. Guatemala civil society 
assembly); 
4.) Consultations (less formal consultations with or without official endorsement; e.g. in Burundi, Colombia); 
5.) Inclusive post-agreement mechanisms (participation of societal and political actors in implementation 
institutions and mechanisms such as reconciliation commissions or monitoring of implementation of 
agreements, etc.; e.g. in Kenya where all positions within the implementation commission were advertised); 
6.) High-level civil society initiatives (in the pre-negotiation phase or parallel to official negotiations; e.g. non-
official track-2 or track-1½ facilitation initiatives); 
7.) Public participation (e.g. involving the population via public hearings; opinion polls; town hall meetings, 
websites or signature campaigns; in situations where the parties are stuck, this can be quite a powerful 
instrument to put pressure on them and get to know a representative opinion of the wider population); 
8.) Public decision-making (referenda and other elective forms; happens often when political parties cannot sell 
the product to their own hardliners; votes can put pressure but in a case of a negative vote (e.g. Cyrus), this 
can mean the end of the peace process); 
9.) Mass action (campaigns, demonstration, street action, protests, and petitions; out of the control of the 
mediator; can suddenly collapse; e.g. Sri Lanka, Nepal and the Arab Spring). 
 
During the discussion, it was also argued that as international actors, we should not forget to pay attention to 
local initiatives that do not directly influence the peace negotiation table, and are therefore not always highly 
visible, but do potentially have a high impact on the wider peace process (for the different spheres, please refer 
to the graph below). 

An additional view to the ‘how’: ‘claimed’ versus ‘invited spaces’  

At the roundtable, Catherine Barnes made an interesting distinction between to so-called ‘invited’ and ‘claimed 
spaces’. Not surprisingly, most powerful participation was observed where underrepresented people from the 
wider society themselves claimed their participation in the peace negotiations.  
 
The first one usually creates involvement and consultation through ‘invitation’ from governmental authorities, 
regional agencies or NGOs, leading to institutionalized participatory forums or consultation. 
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The latter is often a more organically created space and made and shaped by relatively powerless or 
marginalized people themselves. These spaces range from social movements, community associations and 
other places of discussion outside the institutionalized policy arenas. 
 
Usually, problems arise not just around the kind of space that one receives/claims but later on also around the 
issue of keeping these spaces open. International actors tend to focus on the pre-agreement and agreement 
phase while the post-agreement/negotiation phase is not sufficiently monitored with regard to keeping the 
spaces open that have once been created. 

The question about the ‘who’ 

Closely linked to the question about how to broaden participation is the one about the “who” – who is eligible to 
sit at the peace negotiation table, besides the official warring parties. Here, the context is decisive and a 
generalization is hard to make, according to Thania Paffenholz. Depending on the issues to be discussed at 
the table and the power structure among local actors, different political, social and economic stakeholders 
should be included in the decision-making and implementation of a peace agreement: it goes from indigenous 
groups (e.g. in the case of Guatemala, where land right issues play a major role in the conflict) to business 
communities (e.g.  in South Africa), through women and youth groups (e.g. in Northern Africa). They all bring 
their own expertise to the table and share their particular views on the root causes of the conflict which 
maximizes the chances of sustainability of the peace agreement. 
 
This issue is always related to the question on the inclusion of the so-called hardliner groups. For example in 
Afghanistan, the exclusion of the Taliban from the track-1 process was problematic with regard to legitimization 
and ownership; in Kenya, the parties didn’t want to include others directly at the negotiation table; in such 
cases, setting up parallel processes like civil society forums and consultations is an option to ensure broader 
participation. Extremist groups and their views always need to be included somehow into the discussion, and 
this is a much more difficult, but indispensable, exercise than including the ‘good guys’ at the table.   
 
Approaching the ‘where’: different spheres for participation 
 
Andy Carl underlined the multiple spheres that exist in the area of peace-
making. Peace talks usually take place in a broader sphere than what is 
called ‘peace negotiation’ or ‘peace process’ in the illustration. This can 
be seen clearly when the peace negotiation sphere per se is frozen but 
there is still a transition happening, for example in Kashmir or Nagorno-
Karabakh. While the negotiations at the table are stuck, a lot of 
peacebuilding efforts are still ongoing, contributing to pave the ground for 
a sustainable peace agreement. Practitioners often tend to put too much 
emphasis on the negotiation table which is seen as the place where all 
relevant decisions are taken (institution of power) while the impact of the 
wider spheres is neglected. At the roundtable, there was a clear voting 
against privileging the negotiation table over all other layers/spheres. It 
became apparent that peace making happens on many different tracks, 
mutually influencing each other. 
 
In this regard, a new phenomenon can be observed, for example in the 
Bask Territory of Spain. Although there is little hope that peace 
negotiations will take off sooner or later, a lot of peacebuilding initiatives are underway. Several civil society 
groups have started a wider peace strategy by, for example, tackling issues such as disarmament and dealing 
with the past on their own as well as organizing a conference with public participation where persons were 
given the space to make small statements which then were transmitted by local political parties to the armed 
group ETA. In this particular case, the ETA published soon after a statement saying that they will refrain from 
using armed force in the future. 
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Main challenges: what we still need to look at 

Selection process: In general, the selection process needs to be monitored carefully as decisions on who 
selects is closely linked to questions of power and legitimacy. Often, the ones in charge only select their own 
people, undermining the whole idea of broadening participation. How to bundle voices from the street (and 
translate their message so the other parties do really understand them) was raised during discussion as 
another challenge closely related to the selection process. 
 
Power structures: Power relations between the different stakeholders should be taken into account; 
fundamental economic differences and different levels of political leverage can have a huge impact on the 
outcome. Sometimes there is great evidence for broad participation while in reality, only elite groups are 
represented.   
 
Preparation of actors: Most often, involved parties have difficulties in imagining how a peaceful future could 
look like. Many who claim participation do not even know what peace processes are about, what kind of issues 
could be raised and they find it difficult to articulate their ideas, visions and needs in a way to substantially 
contribute to the peace negotiations. 
 
Polarized societies: Most societies are deeply polarized, along different lines, making it hard to deal with them. 
Creating spaces to bring polarized societies together is therefore crucial. The implications of such societal 
structures for national dialogues and peace negotiations are still unclear and a topic for further research.  
 
Implementation issues: For example in Guatemala, official consultative forums have been put in place, in 
parallel to the track-1 negotiations. About 80% of the suggestions made by these forums have been 
incorporated in the final agreement. At that time, it served as a role model for successful inclusion. But ten 
years later, research revealed that only 2% of them have eventually been implemented which clearly indicates 
a failure of the monitoring mechanism in implementation. More efforts need to be pursued to understand the 
circumstances that led to this outcome and to make sure that in the future, the inclusiveness of a process also 
gets reflected in the implementation stage and beyond. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


