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Executive Summary

Parties to the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Ac-

tion (JCPOA), often labelled the “Iran Nuclear 

Deal”, successfully concluded their negotia-

tions towards an agreement on 14 July 2015, 

in Vienna. The road to that date was rocky and 

complicated. Why was that so? This case study 

focuses on the role of threats and sanctions be-

tween the key parties and how they impacted 

on trust between the various sides as well as 

on perceptions of fairness in the negotiations. 

How did threats and sanctions affect trust 

between the key negotiation parties? To what 

extent did (mis-)trust affect perceptions of 

fairness in the JCPOA negotiations? This case 

brief answers these questions by focusing on 

the 20-month period that began with the adop-

tion of the Joint Plan of Action (JPOA) in No-

vember 2013 and concluded with the JCPOA in 

July 2015.

• Trust between negotiating par-
ties is key in ensuring that the 
involved actors perceive negotia-
tions as fair.

• Mediators can be important 
facilitators of trust between ne-
gotiators and thereby support the 
fairness of peace negotiations.

• Threats and sanctions under-
mine trust. Where the goal is to 
hold fair negotiations, ideally all 
involved parties should refrain 
from threats and sanctions as 
much and for as long as possible.

Brief Points



4

a nuclear weapons capability. But some of the 
parties, the US in particular, sought to bring 
wider issues into the negotiations, for instance 
restrictions on Iran’s conventional missile pro-
gramme.

The agreement constituted a “limited settle-
ment”, whereby the respective parties achieved 
their ends while making minimal concessions 
to their counterparts. This disparity of goals 
and outlook led to multiple years of negotia-
tions; some of the negotiations were publicly 
announced, while others were hidden from 
public sight. The parties sought to reach a po-
litical agreement, not a binding treaty. Such a 
treaty would have been impossible to achieve 
on the US side, given the expected lack of sup-
port in the Senate, where a two-thirds majority 
in favour would be needed. This created a situ-
ation in which both the negotiations and any 
resulting agreement were highly dependent 
on the shifting political environment. Any 
leadership change of the key parties involved 

The JCPOA was negotiated between Iran and 
the E3/EU (Britain, France, Germany, with the 
European Union) + 3 (United States, China, 
and Russia), also termed the P5+1, compris-
ing the Security Council members (US, Rus-
sia, China, France, United Kingdom) and 
Germany (see Figure 1). The European Union 
(EU)1 organized the talks and was a party to 
the agreement. Other actors of relevance in 
the process included the United Nations (UN)2 
and the International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA).3 On the question of the key purpose of 
the negotiations and the resulting agreement 
there is considerable disagreement depend-
ing on whom you ask. In a nutshell, for the 
Iranian side the JCPOA was deemed neces-
sary to secure its right to use nuclear materi-
als for energy production, medical services, 
and other peaceful means. In so doing, Iran’s 
stated aim was to achieve independence from 
other countries with respect to filling its basic 
needs. For the P5+1 group the key goal of the 
JCPOA was to prevent Iran from developing 

Introduction

Foreign Ministers and other Officials of P5+1 Iran and EU in Lausanne. Photo: U.S. Department of State / Wikimedia Commons
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in the negotiations could jeopardize the entire 
process, as eventually happened when in May 
2018 President Trump withdrew from the 
agreement his predecessor, Barak Obama, had 
earlier authorized.

This case brief argues that a lack of trust is a 
key problem in almost any peace negotiation 
process, a problem that needs to be addressed 
early on. In the JCPOA negotiations, low trust 
was a main problem between the parties from 
the beginning. Lack of trust, particularly be-
tween the US and Iran, was a major obstacle 
to the start-up of negotiations. The Iranian 
leadership feared talks with the US would cre-
ate a trojan horse for the US to extract ever 
larger concessions from Iran. The US leader-
ship feared that official talks with Iran would 
enhance the legitimacy of a government it 
had refused to recognize since the severing of 
diplomatic relations in 1980. This climate of 
distrust was a severe obstacle for the establish-
ment of a negotiation process that could be 
considered acceptable and procedurally fair by 
all sides. 

We hold that there is a potentially virtuous 
circle in peace negotiations between trust 
and fairness. The two aspects, while distinct, 
are nonetheless mutually reinforcing. In the 
JCPOA case a policy change by new US and 
Iranian administrations was able to build trust 
between the negotiating parties and improve 
perceptions of procedural fairness within the 
negotiation process. The increased percep-
tions of fairness in turn fostered trust. More-
over, our case study stresses that threats and 
sanctions undermine trust as a key resource 
necessary for fair peace negotiations. Prior to 
and during the JCPOA process, threats and 

sanctions – particularly between the US and 
Iran – were a central hindrance for the emer-
gence of trust. Therefore, threats and sanctions 
should be a last resort and their long-term 
consequences must be carefully considered 
before implementation. Once trust is dam-
aged through threats and sanctions, it is hard 
to re-build, making fair negotiation processes 
and peace agreements much more difficult to 
achieve (see chap. 13 “Analyzing Threats and 
Sanctions” in Fisher et al. 1997).4
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diplomatic talks with Iran about its nuclear 
programme, to prevent a nuclear crisis in the 
region. While the E3/EU and Iran were able 
to reach an agreement that would have lim-
ited Iran’s nuclear programme and given Iran 
rights for the peaceful use of nuclear material, 
the US Bush administration rejected the agree-
ment. The US insisted on a “zero enrichment 
in Iran” policy. The nuclear negotiations be-
tween Iran and the EU3 broke down in 2005.

The Mahmoud Ahmadinejad presidency in 
Iran from 2005 to 2013 and the George W. 
Bush presidency from 2001 to 2009 in the US, 
put a hold on most efforts to come to an agree-
ment regarding Iran’s nuclear programme. 
Four UNSC Resolutions (1737, 1747, 1803, 
and 1929)6 were passed between 2006 and 
2010 all aimed at slowing down Iran’s nuclear 
programme and/or pressuring the country to 
make concessions regarding the programme. 
Between 2005 and 2013 hardly any real prog-
ress was made regarding an international 
agreement on Iran’s nuclear capabilities. If 
anything, the situation escalated and became 
worse. However, in 2013 the US and Iran 
engaged in secret negotiations, facilitated by 
Oman, which paved the way for the JCPOA.7

After the election of Hassan Rouhani in 2013, 
the nuclear talks took a positive turn leading to 
the Joint Plan of Action (JPOA)8 on November 
24, 2013 in Geneva. The JPOA was an interim 
agreement between the P5+1 and Iran through 
which Iran agreed to roll back parts of its nu-
clear programme in exchange for the termina-
tion of several sanctions against it. The Obama 
administration’s members, including John 
Kerry as Secretary of State, and the Rouhani 
administration’s members including Foreign 

The JCPOA has a long pre-history. Until the 
1979 Revolution in Iran, the US and many 
Western powers wanted to help build nuclear 
capabilities in Iran. Numerous contracts and 
initiatives were started to help Iran develop 
these capabilities. This changed with the Ira-
nian revolution, leading the US to withdraw 
its support for Iran’s nascent nuclear industry. 
This was a heavy setback for Iran’s ambition 
to build self-sustainable and modern nuclear 
capabilities. Also significant was Iran’s sense 
of having been abandoned by the international 
community during its eight-year war (1980–
1988) with Iraq, leading Iran to place renewed 
emphasis on self-sufficiency in the energy 
domain. Because Iraq used chemical weapons 
against Iran, the Iranian leadership expressed 
a repugnance against weapons of mass de-
struction, including nuclear. In consequence, 
Iran’s Supreme Leader, Ali Khamenei, issued 
several fatwas (religious edicts) against nuclear 
weaponry; he publicly stated that Islamic prin-
ciples precluded Iran from ever developing 
such weapons.5

Iran’s wish to build up nuclear capacities was 
met by wide scepticism as many international 
organizations and states were concerned about 
international and regional peace. Much time 
in the 1990s and early 2000s was spent on 
start and stop negotiations between Iran, the 
US, and the EU3/EU on what Iran should be 
allowed to do, which sanctions to impose, etc. 
This process led to the partial international 
isolation of Iran, causing the country to at-
tempt to strengthen its nuclear capabilities, 
which made the situation worse and negotia-
tions more complicated. The Afghanistan 
and Iraq wars, which started in 2001 and 
2003 respectively, caused the E3/EU to start 

How the JCPOA Came About
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dialogue could begin in earnest.9 For Rouhani, 
responding to Obama’s phone call carried con-
siderable political risk (he had earlier that week 
declined to meet Obama at UN headquarters 
in Manhattan because it might publicly show 
he was on “good terms” with the US presi-
dent), and illustrates the importance of trust as 
“upfront risk taking” (as is explained below). 
Finally, also important in promoting trust, 
from 2009 to 2014 President Obama sent four 
letters to Ali Khamenei, Supreme Leader of 
Iran, in which he reportedly called for improv-
ing relations between the two countries. While 
expressing some scepticism regarding US 
intentions, Khamenei, who responded with at 
least one letter, acknowledged that Obama had 
addressed him in a “respectful” and in what an 
Iranian parliamentarian termed a “friendly” 
manner.10

The JCPOA negotiations between Iran and 
the E3/EU + 3 were successfully completed 
on 14 July 2015 in Vienna. This marked the 

Minister Javad Zarif, were important reasons 
for this shift. A key cause for making the 
JCPOA possible was the switch by the Obama 
administration from a US policy of “zero en-
richment in Iran” to a “no nuclear weapons in 
Iran” stance. 

Also significant was a new willingness on the 
part of the US to recognize the legitimacy of 
the post-1979 Iranian government. A small 
but significant step was taken in March 2009, 
when President Obama offered the Iranian 
people a video-taped Nowroz (New Year) greet-
ing; for the first time ever, the title “Islamic 
Republic of Iran” was explicitly uttered by an 
American president in a public address. Four 
years later (27 September 2013) Obama and 
Rouhani had a direct phone conversation in 
New York City (when Rohani was on his way 
to the airport), which was the first time since 
1979 that Iranian and American heads of state 
had talked to each other. The call was impor-
tant in building trust and an indication that a 

New York City bus on West 58th St. carrying a satirical banner about JCPOA. Photo: Jim Henderson / Wikimedia Commons
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Despite the agreement being widely hailed as 
a success, some voices remained critical of the 
JCPOA both in Iran and the US as well as in 
other countries. The reasons for this criticism 
were many and ranged from the measures 
against Iran being supposedly too soft and the 
attendant risk of alienating Arab states who 
would view with suspicion any US rapproche-
ment with Iran, to Iranian voices criticizing 
increased Iranian dependence on other states 
and the international community, as well as 
frustration over the slow resumption of trade 
due to continued third party concerns over US 
treasury sanctions.

culmination of over a decade of multilateral 

diplomacy. The JCPOA suspended sanctions 

that had been put in place by the UN Security 

Council and the EU, as well as third party 

sanctions (i.e. sanctions against countries that 

traded with Iran), which had been enforced by 

the US. This permitted a resumption of trade 

between Iran and the EU, of major importance 

to the Iranian economy. In return, Iran agreed 

not to enrich plutonium beyond certain levels, 

to ship out of the country the stocks of pluto-

nium beyond that level, and to undergo regular 

IAEA inspections. This eased multiple inter-

national as well as regional concerns about 

possible weaponization of the Iranian nuclear 

programme. The agreement is exceptional as 

it moves beyond the scope and depth of many 

standing international agreements about 

nuclear power and material in place for other 

countries.

Anti-JCPOA representatives of Islamic Consultative Assembly argue with Ali Akbar Saheli. Photo: Mahmoud Hosseini / Wiki-
media Commons
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our opinion best fits the context of an interna-
tional negotiation between state parties. If we 
think of it as a “three-place relation … A trusts 
B to do Z”,15 trust will be circumscribed by 
the specific activity, Z, that it facilitates. In the 
JCPOA context, Z involved a joint willingness 
to engage in talks according to predetermined 
parameters, with a mutual belief that each side 
would adhere to basic principles of procedural 
fairness. In sum, this meant that the parties 
who had engaged themselves in these negotia-
tions mutually trusted that their counterparts 
were there, not to buy time or lay a trap, but to 
find a way out of an impasse that in the worst 
case could lead to war. Such negotiations were 
meaningful, and even possible, only because 
each side believed the other would adhere to 
basic principles of fairness (that commitments 
would be kept, that facts would not be misrep-
resented, etc.). The requisite trust did not rise 

Trust is a cooperative attitude towards other 
people based on the optimistic expectation that 
others are likely to respect one’s own inter-
ests.11 This implies that trust is “upfront risk-
taking”.12 On some accounts, “trust imputes 
goodwill to the one trusted”,13 in other words, 
when I trust another, I have the belief that she 
wishes me well and aims to promote what is 
good for me. This belief colours my judgment 
of the other’s statements and action, leading 
me to view them positively as a foundation of 
future collaboration.

Other theorists, by contrast, advance a nar-
rower view of trust; instead of founding it on 
benevolence they hold more minimally that 
trust “requires the assumption that truster 
and trusted share a commitment to a norm or 
norms that govern the domain of their interac-
tion.14 It is this latter construal of trust that in 

The Role of Trust for the JCPOA

Iranian students storming the US embassy in Tehran. Photo: Wikimedia Commons
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For much of the time leading up to the JCPOA, 

distrust was strong between the negotiating 

parties – particularly between the US and Iran. 

The distrust between the two state parties 

could even be described as existential in char-

acter. For example, to this day many Iranians 

still blame the US for the CIA’s role in orches-

trating the 1953 downfall of the democratically 

elected prime minister Mohammad Mosad-

degh, and his replacement by the Shah.16 

to the level of trust that might be expected in a 
friendship, where each is assured of the other’s 
benevolence; nor did this trust imply that each 
side looked favourably on the other’s proposals 
as though they had emanated from benevo-
lence or a condition of friendship. The Iranian 
and American negotiators exercised the mini-
mal sort of trust described here, and each did 
so in the belief the trust would be reciprocated; 
this is what enabled the search for a joint solu-
tion to the problem at hand.

1953 C.I.A. plan for a coup d’état in Iran. Photo: Wikimedia Commons

On the other hand, the US (including many 
members of Congress) held the Iranian leader-
ship accountable for the 1979 hostage crisis, 
when the US embassy in Iran was stormed by 
a group of Iranian students who then held its 
staff hostage for over a year. This stance con-
tinues to affect the Biden administration up 
to the present day and is a viewpoint shared 
by many members of Congress. Diplomatic 
relations between the two countries were sev-
ered and have remained so ever since. In this 
environment, and prior to 2013, an agreement 

acceptable to all sides– but especially for the 
US and Iran – was almost unthinkable. The 
various UN sanctions, threats of the use of 
force against each other, personal insults, and 
so on, had created an atmosphere of deep mis-
trust between the parties.

However, with the 2013 election of Rouhani 
in Iran and with the Obama administration 
in place on the US side, new terms were intro-
duced to the negotiating table that allowed for 
steps towards each other. Building trust was 
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of the negotiations. Trust between negotia-
tion parties is essential if negotiation efforts, 
proposals, offers, suggestions, and so on by 
the other side are to be held worthy of con-
sideration. When trust is absent, any move or 
action by other negotiation parties is likely to 
be viewed as in their self-interest only with no 
common ground for upfront risk taking. At a 
minimum, the parties to a negotiation must 
trust that the counterparts will stand behind 
their commitments when an agreement is 
reached, that the agreement will be kept, that 
offers are made in good faith – otherwise the 
negotiations will be viewed as an entirely futile 
endeavour. Moreover, trust on different levels 
and between different negotiation delegations 
will increase perceptions of procedural fair-
ness not only between the different sides, but 
within subgroups on either side. For example, 
within the JCPOA negotiations, second-tier 
negotiators were key to building trust and 
increasing perceptions of fairness between 
first-tier negotiators such as Kerry or Zarif 
and eventually between Obama and Rouhani. 

crucial in this regard as it allowed the differ-
ent sides to perceive the negotiation process 
as fair and signalled that both sides were will-
ing for trustful risk-taking positions through 
their new propositions.17 From the US side, 
the move from a “zero enrichment in Iran” 
stance to a “no nuclear weapons in Iran” posi-
tion showed Iran that the US was willing to 
accept peaceful use of nuclear materials in the 
country.

This switch of position underlined that the US 
trusted Iran to use nuclear material in a peace-
ful way only and would observe a potential 
agreement. For Iran, this change of position by 
the US was a major sign for a fair process, as 
the possibility of using nuclear material peace-
fully gave Iran the same right as many other 
countries worldwide that had signed the Treaty 
on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons.18

For peace negotiations in general, and the 
JCPOA in particular, trust was a key prerequi-
site for confidence in the procedural fairness 

JCPOA

Iran

US

Germany

UK

France

China

Russia

IAEA

EU

UN

P5+1 group
International organizations

Iran

Figure 1: Key actors involved in the JCPOA process
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trust and consequently perceptions of fairness 
between the negotiation parties. Thereby, trust 
and perceptions of fairness grew bottom up 
and within as well as between different tiers 
of negotiators in the JCPOA process. This is a 
dynamic that is likely to occur in other peace 
negotiations, too.

Second tier negotiators’ belief that the offers 
and suggestions by the other side aimed at a 
mutually (if minimally) acceptable agreement, 
and were not mere posturing, led them to sug-
gest to their superiors that the other side and 
their efforts were not only trustworthy, but 
also fair in terms of sticking to the previously 
agreed upon norms and goals of the negotia-
tions. One could cite, for instance, interactions 
between Ali Akbar Salehi, the then head of 
the Iranian atomic energy programme and US 
Energy Secretary Ernest Moniz. Their profes-
sional backgrounds as trained physicists cre-
ated ground for communication and formed a 
basis of trust as both were discussing technical 
details within the negotiation in the language 
of science. One might call “scientific diploma-
cy” a key building block of trust between the 
negotiation parties, but particularly between 
Iran and the US. Talking about the planned 
agreement on factual grounds and through 
the shared language of science helped foster 

John Kerry and Javad Zarif with Dr. Ernest Moniz, far left, and Dr. Ali Akbar Salehi, far right, in Lausanne, 2015. Photo: U.S. 
Department of State / Flickr
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Iran that the US was serious about the negotia-
tions and making an agreement that would take 
Iran’s demands into account. Third, mediators 
such as Oman or the EU, as well as track II ini-
tiatives, were important as they enabled direct 
and indirect exchanges after a long period when 
Iran and the US had hardly communicated to 
each other. Of special importance was Oman, 
which from 2013 to 2015 arranged direct meet-
ings between the US and Iran.

Multiple ethical dilemmas arose in the JCPOA 
negotiations. First, were the parties to the ne-
gotiations, particularly the US and Iran, able 
to live up to the trust placed on them by the 
other? While trust developed between the sec-
ond and first tier negotiators, based in part on 
shared educational background (e.g. graduate 
studies at US universities), each side worried 
that the other would not be able to implement 
its commitments. Would Zarif be able to con-
vince the supreme leader and the Revolutionary 
Guard to curtail its nuclear activities and (an 
implicit US demand) to curtail its “destabiliz-
ing” activities in the region; would Kerry and 
Obama be able to secure the needed support 
from Congress, and even more importantly, 
to persuade the Treasury department to allow 
dollar-denominated third-party trade with Iran? 
Were the negotiators making promises that 
they were not able to keep, because the imple-
mentation depended on people or segments 
of government that were outside their orbit of 
direct influence? While trust between the nego-
tiators produced an agreement that was consid-
ered as minimally acceptable, and in this sense 
“fair” by them, would this atmosphere of trust 
and the perception of the JCPOA as fair travel 
to other audiences in the US and Iran whose 
support was needed to sustain a deal?

Taking the long trust gridlock into account it 
was obvious significant changes needed to be 
made by the main parties if sufficient trust was 
to be established so as to render an agreement 
possible. After a long period in which threats 
had been exchanged and sanctions imposed 
(thereby fostering a climate of mistrust), sev-
eral factors helped building trust. First, the 
administration of Obama during his second 
term in the US and the Rouhani administra-
tion in Iran were major game changers. Both 
administrations signalled that they were open 
to a diplomatic process and a solution to the 
nuclear question. Secret and public negotia-
tions, as well as track II initiatives, helped foster 
trust and paved the way to the JCPOA. Second, 
the change on the US side from a “no enrich-
ment in Iran” to a “no nuclear weapons in Iran” 
policy was crucial. By acknowledging that Iran 
should be allowed to use nuclear materials 
for peaceful means the US opened grounds 
for negotiations that were perceived by Iran as 
meeting needs it deemed legitimate, and in this 
sense the US was perceived as demonstrating a 
modicum of fairness. Additionally, this switch 
was a trust-building measure as it signalled to 

Breaking and (Re-)Building Trust: Ethical 
Dilemmas in the JCPOA Process

Trump delivers remarks denouncing the JCPOA. Photo: The 
White House / Wikimedia Commons
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Third, the negotiators focused the terms of 
JCPOA within narrow parameters. Many is-
sues were left out of consideration, for instance 
setting limits on Iran’s missile programme 
that the US wanted to have written into the 
agreement. This narrow focus strengthened 
the likelihood of reaching an agreement, but 
by omitting issues of equal or greater impor-
tance to some elites, this strategy ended up 
disqualifying the agreement in the eyes of 
people who matter greatly for its implementa-
tion as they did not perceive the JCPOA as fair 
for their side. Proceeding in this way expedited 
the reaching of a final agreement but risked 
imperilling its long-term sustainability were 
it not quickly followed by subsequent negotia-
tions on other, related issues, including an 
eventual resumption of diplomatic relations 
between the US and Iran. How should ne-
gotiators handle this trade-off between the 
conditions that allow for trust and immediate 
success, i.e. reaching an agreement of limited 

Second, would the lead negotiators, particularly 

on the US and Iranian sides, by developing 

trust between them, alienate other influential 

parties on their respective sides who viewed 

this rapprochement as an indicator of weakness 

and a willingness to compromise against the 

best interests of the country? An example would 

be Zarif’s walk with Kerry on the Geneva 

lakefront, which was widely criticized in Iran. 

Zarif came to be thought of as the ringleader 

of the “New York circle”, a group of progressive 

Iranian diplomates who had coalesced around 

the UN mission in New York City. Thus, in the 

measure that trust develops between the nego-

tiators, the more this might breed distrust with 

elites back home, which in turns weakens the 

likelihood of a successful and fair negotiation 

outcome. With an agreement reached under 

these circumstances, the ensuring suspicion 

back home would weaken commitment to im-

plementation of the agreement.

Secretary Kerry takes walk through Geneva with Iranian Foreign Minister Zarif during break in nuclear programme talks. 
Photo: U.S. Department of State / Flickr
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have uncovered an Iranian plot to assassinate 
former National Security Advisor John Bolton, 
the leading anti-Iran hawk in the Trump 
administration.21 Later the same month, 
American warplanes dropped guided bombs 
on bunkers in Iraq that were in use by groups 
affiliated with Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards corps.22

Given the current high level of distrust be-
tween the US and Iran, it can be tempting 
to re-interpret the events leading up to the 
JCPOA in a negative light. Thus, whereas key 
negotiators such as Kerry and Zarif had ear-
lier recognized the importance of establishing 
trust between negotiators, current Iranian 
officials are keen either to downplay its sig-
nificance in the JCPOA process or (inversely) 
to criticize their predecessors for placing too 
much trust in the Americans. But we must re-
sist the chronological fallacy of re-reading the 
past in light of what came later.

scope, and the conditions needed for its long-
term sustainability? By opting for short-term 
success do negotiators risk harming an agree-
ment’s long-term sustainability?

After all, when agreements fail, the conflict 
situation does not return to the status quo 
ante. Often the conflict worsens, leading the 
parties to feel that the trust they had placed 
on the other was misguided and to believe the 
mistake should not be repeated in the future. 
This is what happened when President Trump 
withdrew from the JCPOA in May 2018. Ten-
sion between the US and Iran has deepened 
in comparison to the period that preceded 
the JCPOA. Violence has spiked with, for 
instance, the US targeted assassination of 
General Soleimani in January 2020,19 followed 
by the assassination (that Iran attributed to 
Israel) of Iranian nuclear scientist Mohsen 
Fakhrizadeh in November 2020.20 Most re-
cently, US authorities claim (August 2022) to 

Protests after US decision to withdraw from JCPOA in front of former US embassy, Tehran. Photo: Hossein Mersadi / Wiki-
media Commons
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and sanctions introduce an imbalance to the 
peace negotiations that is hard to counter-balance 
later. Refraining from threats and sanctions also 
prevents a spiralling up of mutually enforcing 
threats and sanctions that increase over time.

Second, trust-building measures and initiatives 
should be integrated into any peace negotiation 
process from the very beginning. A lack of trust is 
likely to make a peace agreement impossible or at 
least highly fragile. Trust building can be achieved 
through track II dialogues, track I regular meet-
ings early in the process, or open communication 
about goals and red lines for the peace negotia-
tions, to name just three possibilities.

Third, mediators and facilitators can have a vi-
tal role and should be involved early on or even 
prior to the start of negotiations (as was the case 
with the EU or Oman). If trust is low between 
the main negotiation parties and if the goals to 
be achieved through the negotiations are too an-
tithetical, including mediators/facilitators in the 
negotiations is likely going to be supportive for 
the process and help build trust. These media-
tors/facilitators need to be accepted by all nego-
tiation sides and act as neutral parties with an 
interest in making an agreement possible that 
takes the interests of all sides into account.  

Commitment to procedural fairness is the sine 
qua non for a successful peace negotiation out-
come. Unless the parties to a negotiation achieve 
a minimal level of trust around perceptions of 
procedural fairness, they will have no incentive 
to commit the time and energy needed to reach 
that outcome. The process leading up to the 
JCPOA shows that even if trust is very low and 
threats as well as sanctions have deteriorated 
trust for multiple years, trust can be re-built 
through concrete steps, helping to reach an 
agreement perceived as minimally fair – namely 
as meeting joint interests of the respective par-
ties. If this is to happen, each side must have be-
lieved at the outset that a positive outcome was 
possible, otherwise there would be no incentive 
to walk down the negotiation road together.

Several policy implications follow from the JCPOA 
case. First, policy actors seeking a peace agree-
ment perceived as fair by the main conflict parties 
should try to refrain from threats and sanctions, 
and ideally avoid them entirely. Even if voicing 
threats can sometimes be warranted in interstate 
affairs,23 it must be recognized that threats and 
sanctions jeopardize trust and can make it hard 
or even impossible to re-build trust. Particularly 
if one side of the negotiating parties carries more 
power and influence than the other side, threats 
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