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Principled Negotiation with Iran: 
• Begin with extensive analysis of each side’s best alternative to a negotiated agreement 

(BATNA).  Each side will negotiate in good faith if they believe it is in their best interest to 
negotiate.   

• Build relationships through ongoing, committed interaction.  The best negotiated outcomes 
occur after trust has been built through ongoing relationships that include time spent in and 
outside of the negotiating room. 

• Listen closely to a variety of different Iranian sources to learn about underlying Iranian 
interests, beyond their public statements. 

• Avoid public statements and grand standing that seeks to humiliate or that could be 
perceived as disrespectful to Iranians.  

• Focus on negotiating over core interests of both sides and avoid a focus on specific 
positions. Negotiations requiring wholesale compliance have a high risk of failure. 
Negotiation on these core interests is more likely to bring positive results. 

• Use third party mediation or arbitration by a respected and well-known impartial body 
when demands are perceived as unreasonable by either side. A mediator can test the reality 
of each side’s perceptions and check for miscommunication and misunderstanding.    

• Move Focus from Iran’s Nuclear Program to the Promotion of Regional Security. U.S. 
core interests are best met through broader regional diplomatic engagement to increase 
regional security rather than on narrow negotiation demands on Iran to stop uranium 
enrichment and militarily aiding U.S. adversaries. These issues require a broader range of 
stakeholders in regional problem-solving.  

• Address Iranian Concerns about National Sovereignty. Many Iranians see their nuclear 
program as an important symbol of national sovereignty, regional influence, and technical 
competence.  Governments often choose seemingly less-rational options of national 
sovereignty, over economic and security interests.. Moderate Iranian leaders and reformers 
can best influence Iranian policy if they can support diplomatic options which allow Iran to 
uphold national sovereignty.  U.S. diplomatic engagement with Iran should explore these 
underlying symbolic interests. 

• Take Regime Change off the Table. Diplomatic problem-solving is hampered by the 
perceived U.S goal of regime change in Iran, which strikes an historical chord among 
Iranians given U.S. intervention in Iranian politics, particularly in 1953.  The lack of U.S. 
response to Iran’s diplomatic overtures in Afghanistan and Iraq reinforces this perception.  
Due to these factors, the focus on regime change inadvertently strengthens Iranian 
leadership. 
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• Contribute to the Development of Confidence-Building Measures. Small, unilateral 
confidence-building measures (CBMs) build trust for more substantial negotiations, and 
undermine antagonistic leaders. These can increase the possibility of international 
monitoring of Iran’s nuclear program and persuade Iran to halt its military support of terrorist 
organizations.  U.S. leaders should consider a wider set of options for Iran; developing ways 
of symbolically recognizing Iranian national sovereignty and regional influence could pave 
the way for more substantial diplomatic successes. 

 
 
Cultural Intelligence with Iran: 
• Symbolic Gestures: Iran is a “high context” culture where symbolic gestures hold great 

importance.  Political theater within Iran – and Iranian interpretations of US political theater – 
require great cultural sensitivity and analysis. 

• Respect: Iranian diplomats frequently note a perception of systematic disrespect from US 
political leaders. Overcoming this perception requires more adept treatment of Iranian 
counterparts with professional respect.  In particular, it is important to not lecture or speak 
on what is in Iran’s national interest and to show appreciation for their own analytical skills in 
determining their BATNA (best alternative to a negotiated agreement). Be aware of 
sensitiveity related to Iran’s historical greatness, its recent weakness, and its grievances 
from decades or centuries earlier. 

• Conspiracy Theories: Recognize that many people living in the Islamic Republic believe 
themselves to be surrounded by hostile American, Arab, Turkish, and Sunni forces. Iranian 
perceptions of U.S. intervention into the 1979 Islamic Revolution and the Iran-Iraq War 
continue to support widespread belief in conspiracy theories.  

• Survival: The Islamic Republic’s priority is survival and that the leaders of Iran will do what 
they believe they must do to ensure their regime’s survival.  US negotiators may be viewed 
with suspicion and mistrust if Iranian negotiators believe the US ultimately desires the 
destruction of the Islamic Republic. Negotiation with Iranians has worked when US 
diplomats convince and reassure Iranians that an agreement will support the survival of the 
regime and not lead to destabilization.   

• Legalism vs Self-Interest: Some Iranian leaders view “international law” as a pretext for 
foreigners to cheat  or humiliate Iranians. Iranian culture puts more emphasis on dignity and 
self-interest than on legalistic processes. US negotiators should look for unambiguous, 
mutually agreeable standards that avoid legal jargon and technicalities.  

• Recognize Iranian Political Complexity: There are parallel and sometimes competing 
governing structures within the Islamic Republic. The “republican” system more closely 
resembles Western democracy given its written constitution, presidency, ministers, a 
parliament, and popular elections. The “revolutionary” or “theocratic” structure is more 
independent and made up of a few dozen elite members. 


