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What is peace mediation? 
Understanding the sources of
conceptual confusion in the  
practice and study of mediation.
Govinda Clayton, Allard Duursma, Simon Mason

IT IS IMPORTANT all relevant stakeholders agree on what peace  
mediation means in a peace process. Clarity on the purpose and 
methods  of mediation helps build trust, facilitates effective 
communication, and increases the likelihood of successful 
conflict resolution. The core principles of mediation are widely 
understood as third party-assisted negotiations aimed at 
preventing, managing, or resolving armed conflict in which the 
conflict parties consent to the mediator taking some control over 
the process. However, these principles are not applied consistently 
within and across practice and research communities. On the one 
hand, policymakers and practitioners who work with conflict 
parties often prioritize contextual sensitivities and clarity of 
meaning over strict adherence to consistent labelling. Academics, 
on the other hand, require a consistent definition that allows 
for learning and comparison across cases and tend to prefer 
a broader definition that captures a wider range of activities 
and cases. As a result, defining mediation consistently across 
communities in all contexts can be challenging. This research 
brief examines the sources of conceptual confusion about what  
mediation is.

Policy recommendations
1. Conflict parties, mediators and third-party peacemakers 

should agree on the label given to any third-party 
assistance within their particular context.

2. Third parties must ensure that all conflict actors involved 
in the process provide their consent, based on a clear 
understanding of the scope of the assistance offered, for it 
to be classified as “mediation”.

3. Scholars who engage with practitioners and policymakers 
should explain the purpose and logic of their chosen 
definitions and why this might depart from the terms used 
in practice.
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Introduction

Practitioners and policymakers must clearly define 
what they mean when using the term “mediation”. 
This is necessary to help conflict parties understand 
what to expect from third parties, to establish coor-
dination and communication, increase the accepta-
bility of mediation for conflict parties, and enhance 
learning across contexts.1 This brief first explains 
why this topic is of importance, then examines po-

tential challenges in the definition of mediation, 
focusing on three tenets of mediation practice that 
distinguish it from other peacemaking activities: (1) 
a third party assists negotiations; (2) the mediator 
provides some minimal level of control or structure 
over the overall process; and (3) the parties consent 
to the involvement of the third party and the out-
come of the process.2 

PRACTITIONERS AND POLICYMAKERS must clearly define 
what they mean when using the term ‘mediation’ in 
order to avoid at least three potential pitfalls:

First, the term mediation could be misused to give a 
different activity the appearance of legitimacy. If the 
term is associated with manipulation and pressure, 
this can lead to a lack of acceptance by conflict 
parties. 

Second, unintentionally using of different terms for 
mediation roles (e.g., “facilitation” or “Good Offices”) 
can lead to confusion and inappropriate use of an 
approach in a given context. Flexible use of labels is 
not the problem as such if the terms are explained. 
But using terms that are not explained and do not 
bring clarity to parties or between third parties, risks 
creating confusion or mistrust.

Third, an unclear definition of mediation makes 
learning more challenging. Lack of clarity on the 

The importance of ensuring a 
common understanding and shared 
objectives among stakeholders

conceptual boundaries of mediation makes it harder 
to assess when and how to use mediation.

Third Parties: Mediator vs Mediation?
Mediation processes involve several third-party  
actors, each undertaking a series of distinct but 
connected activities. Which of these actors and 
activities fall under mediation is the first point of 
possible confusion.  

When a third party plays a leading role in assisting 
a process of (direct or indirect) negotiation, this is 
generally understood as mediation. The lead mediator 
and their team design and manage the process, 
chair in-person talks, and shuttle between different 
actors. The third party often assumes the title of 
“mediator” or “facilitator” (chief or committee). This 
is represented as the innermost circle in figure 1.
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Figure 1: Mediation actors and activities 

But many related activities occur prior, during, and 
after the rounds of negotiations that may not be 
considered mediation. Third parties often engage 
in activities to build trust and relations with the 
conflict parties, identify issues for negotiation, build 
capacity, provide technical advice, and manage 
communications. These activities often involve the 
chief mediator, but also a broader array of third-party 
actors who would not be referred to as mediators. In 
Figure 1, we refer to this broader array of actors as 
mediation and negotiation support actors. Broader 
still, mediation also typically involves a series of 
– often political – partners and donors that help 
support and advance the process and who often are 
crucial to its success. But this type of engagement 
can rarely be considered mediation as these actors 
exert little method-based influence of the process. 

Different communities adopt different definitions of 
mediation and which actor to include in the differ-
ent circles in Figure 1. Most quantitative academic 
research tends to limit their analysis to clearly de-
fined rounds of assisted negotiations, excluding the 
broader array of activities. The reason for this is 
that mediation datasets often rely on news sources,  

making it harder for researchers to identify the 
broader range of activities that typically occur in  
private or informal settings. 

Moreover, quantitative research relies on identify-
ing key points of variation. In many cases, broader 
mediation support activities occur more constantly, 
making it harder for statistical analyses to assess the 
impact of such efforts. In contrast, practitioners and 
non-governmental organizations have many terms 
that are often used in different ways to describe the 
diverse set of activities in the three circles of Figure 
1. For example, some practitioners distinguish me-
diation support (third party assists other third par-
ties assisting negotiations) from negotiation support 
(third party assists only one side in the negotiations), 
while others lump these activities together under 
the broader term “mediation support” (all efforts to  
assist the mediation process more broadly). 

Furthermore, the type of third-party activity needed 
in a given context changes over time and depends 
on a third party’s access and perspective. For exam-
ple, if a third party mediates between two opposi-
tion groups in preparation for them to engage with 
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a government actor, this may be mediation from that 
third party’s perspective, but mediation or negoti-
ation support from the perspective of the mediator 
running the process between the government and 
the opposition. With a shift from “one table” me-
diations to “multiple table” mediations in a peace  
process on different tracks and involving both formal 
and informal activities, some practitioners argue that 
the quantitative academic research focusing only on 
track one, formal mediation misses vast amounts of 
necessary activities to move towards peace. Quanti-
tative and qualitative academic research focusing on 
local mediation has partly responded to this and is 
currently starting to fill this gap.3

A structured process
The second core tenet of mediation is that it involves 
a structured, third-party led dialogue covering both 
the time and space of negotiations. A settlement is 
more likely when a process is designed such that 
earlier steps help prepare the ground for subsequent 
phases. A mediator also structures the negotiation 
space, specifically with regard to the chosen formats 
(e.g., plenary, committee), forms (e.g., informal,  
formal), locations (close to, far from conflict), and 
venue (e.g., set up of room).

This tenet distinguishes mediation from approach-
es not involving any third party (e.g., bilateral 
dialogue), involving a third party that does not 
structure the process (e.g., dialogue 
facilitation), and those in which 
the actions of the third party 
extend beyond structur-
ing the process to the 
imposition of certain 
content outcomes 
(e.g., military in-
tervention). Herein 
lies two primary areas 
of confusion in both 
research and practice, 
relating to what we term the 
lower threshold (i.e., the minimum 
acceptable level of mediator control of  
the process), and the higher threshold  
(i.e., the maximum acceptable level of  
mediator-imposed structure). Figure 2: Third-party forms of conflict management 

The lower threshold: minimal level of third-party 
control of the process 
For an activity to be considered mediation there 
must be some minimal level of control exerted 
on the structure of the process by a third party. In 
theory, this lower threshold is relatively clear, but in 
the practical application, there are several sources of 
potential confusion.

Firstly, it is often hard to determine if indeed the 
third party provides sufficient structure to the time 
and space of the process, or if it is passive and lacks 
agency in shaping the process.

Secondly, activities that alone fall short of mediation 
can themselves transition into mediation for a while. 
For example, in 1972, Ethiopia offered Good Offices 
to the Sudanese government and southern rebels. 
This initially involved only the provision of a venue, 
but as the talks progressed, Ethiopian Emperor Haile 
Selassie became directly involved in the peace talks, 
meeting both sides, chairing the talks, and making 
proposals.4 Thus, in this case, it could be argued that 
the provision of Good Offices transitioned into, or 
became a part of, a broader mediation process.

Thirdly, political sensitivities can often shape the  
label given to a third party. For example, as a re-
sponse to the civil war in Nigeria, the Organization of  
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“A settlement is more 
likely when a process is 
designed such that  
earlier steps help  
prepare the ground for 
subsequent phases.”

African Unity created a special commission of six 
heads of state in September 1967. Careful to avoid 
any implicit recognition of Biafra through medi-
ation, the peacemaking effort was referred to as a 
“consultative mission”, even though the heads of 
state clearly tried to make peace between the con-
flict parties through shuttling between them and 
making proposals. 5In the Colombia-FARC process,  
Norway and Cuba instead acted as “guarantors” of the  
process. This reflected the parties’ desire to retain 
control, and the process was thus clearly a nego-
tiation process. Yet at certain key junctures, the  
guarantors provided process and sequencing advice 
that might, in other contexts, have been labelled me-
diation, mediation support, or negotiation support.

The higher threshold: maximal level of third-party 
influence 
The United Nations (UN) Guidance for Effec-
tive Mediation states that mediation requires 
consent. Academic research is likewise clear on 
this point.6 Consent distinguishes mediation from 
other approaches that rely on physical force or 
the authority of law. Yet confusion can arise from 
practical challenges in applying this principle.

Firstly, it is often unclear to what extent conflict 
parties’ consent is undermined by any pressure 
that a third party might apply. One useful 
approach is to distinguish between pressure on 
process versus pressure on content. Hottinger 
distinguishes between low-powered mediation, 
where the mediator exerts no or very little pressure 
on the process; “high-powered mediation”, where 
the mediator exerts pressure on the process but 
not the content; and “high-powered diplomacy”, 
where the third party exerts pressure on both 
process and content.7

Secondly, it is unclear to what extent third parties 
should be judged only according to their actions, or 
also incorporate both explicit and implicit threats 
that might undermine the principle of consent. For 
instance, in the final meeting of the Darfur peace 
process in May 2006, an American diplomat told one 
of the rebel leaders that was hesitant to sign a peace 
agreement: “Have no doubt where I stand. I am a 
good friend, and I am a fearsome enemy”.8 Following 

this intervention, the rebel leader decided to sign a 
peace agreement with the Sudanese government. In 
this case, the actor retained their agency to grant or 
withhold consent for the agreement, but the threat 
implied by the American diplomat might lead some 
to question the extent to which the party could truly 
voluntarily decide on this deal. Thus, in this case the 
term “high-powered diplomacy” rather than media-
tion may be most appropriate. 

Thirdly, this challenge is further complicated by 
the different actors and roles involved in mediation  
(figure 1). In many cases, it is an external party 
outside of the core mediation team that threatens 
the punishment or applies pressure on the parties. 
Peacemaking efforts are still mediation if the pres-
sure is exerted by a third party other than the main 
mediator.9 But whether pressure undermines media-
tion is potentially shaped by the type of connection 
and level of coordination with the mediator, things 
that are likely to be challenging to observe from  
outside the process. 

Fourthly, third party led dialogue is a fluid process, 
where dialogue can shift to negotiation, to mediation, 
and then back again to bilateral negotiations. The 
approaches used by the third party are likely to vary 
over time. Often a mediator will rely predominantly 
on facilitation and other low-powered mediation 
approaches. A question remains, however: if the same 
third party were to apply pressure in one moment 
in such a way that the consent of the parties is 
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Conclusions
The core tenets of mediation are widely agreed upon 
both within practice and academia. Yet, several 
nuances make the application of any definition 
difficult. For policymakers and practitioners working 
on a process, the label used will also be shaped by 
the contextual sensitivities and preferences of those 
involved. Clarity of meaning amongst practitioners, 
however, is necessary to avoid confusion and 
communicate clearly between third parties and with 
actors in conflict. Whether this is done by multiple 
terms that are each time explained afresh, or by a 
more generally used term with an agreed definition, 
is of secondary importance. 

Practitioners should however be aware that for 
academics, for whom learning and comparison across 

undermined would this mean that the whole process 
is better not considered mediation?  

Fifthly, there exists some debate as to the relationship 
between impartiality and consent. Some definitions 
of mediation highlight that a mediator needs to be 
impartial but others do not.10 In practice, there have 
been many third-party peacemaking efforts by third 
parties that are biased, through their relations with 
one actor, or because multilateral organizations bring 
norms to the table that can bias them towards one or 
the other actor. In principle, this does not necessari-
ly undermine consent, and the debate is rather about 
what bias means (i.e., bias regarding relationship, val-
ues, content, process, or outcome) and about how bias 
affects the consent and effectiveness of mediation.

Differing views of consent, therefore, complicate at-
tempts to define mediation in practice. Within the 
practice world, there is often a preference for reserv-
ing the label of mediation to clearly non-coercive 
peacemaking activities, because this helps conflict 
parties understand what is being offered: a third-par-
ty process that is more active than dialogue facilita-
tion for example, however not involving the applica-
tion of pressure in such a way that would undermine 

the key principle of consent. While acknowledging 
that conceived in this way mediation might not nec-
essarily always be the most appropriate tool,11 at 
least by strictly adhering to a more narrow definition 
of mediation focusing on consent – as posited by the 
UN Guidance - the conflict parties understand that 
when they accept to partake in a mediated process 
it is different from other more coercive approaches 
such as high-powered diplomacy. 

Academic researchers instead tend to favor a broader 
definition that extends to include forms of third-
party conflict management that potentially infringe 
upon the parties’ consent.12 For instance, Beardsley 
et al. distinguish facilitation mediation, formulation 
mediation, and what they refer to as a “manipulative” 
mediation. This third label is indicative of some of 
the main differences of opinion and confusion 
across academic and practitioner communities. No 
practitioner, policy maker, or actor working directly 
with conflict parties would ever want to associate 
themselves with any form of mediation that is 
“manipulative”. Thus, what might be a relatively 
intuitive label from an academic perspective is 
deeply unhelpful when trying to inform the work of 
those in the field.

cases is of greater importance, a broader approach is 
often likely to be preferred, and practicalities (e.g., 
access in terms of what is observable) are also likely 
to be reflected in any approach adopted. In addition, 
once one definitional approach is established within 
a research community, there is a logic to keep using 
it to facilitate comparison over time.

Thus, ultimately, whether a narrower or a wide 
definition of mediation is adopted will always depend 
on the actor’s preferences and purpose. The key is for 
everyone to define the term they use, and be explicit 
about the choices made, and the logic for doing so. 
This will help to build better and more productive 
communication between practitioners and academic 
researcher working to advance mediation.
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