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ABSTRACT 

The negotiating model or framework adopted at the formation of the International 
Labour Organisation (ILO) in 1919 placed the representatives of workers and 
employers on an equal footing with government representatives in decision making 
(Maupain 2013). The tripartite arrangement makes the ILO a unique agency within 
the United Nations system (Simpson, 1994). However, the configuration of the 
government group evolved during and after the cold war resulting in complex multi- 
layers of negotiating units (Newman et al, 2006; Muldoon et al; 2010; Hampson & 
Heinbecker 2011). Furthermore, there are issues around the “paper” balance of 
power between governments and social partners in the negotiation processes let 
alone the representativeness of those that negotiate on behalf of the workers and 
employers (Thomas, 1996; Muldoon et al, 2010; Standing, 2010). 

The contemplated research will explore and analyse the inter-actor relationships and 
the attributes of the negotiating model or framework in the ILO through three 
research domains, namely; theories on international relations, negotiation and social 
justice. The ultimate goal is to construct a new conceptual model or framework that 
better explains the relationships, interactions and intricacies characterising the 
negotiations in the ILO. Furthermore, these variables will be examined through a 
triangulated research method that will review the existing literature, content analysis 
of existing organisation data combined with interviews with primary stakeholders, 
i.e.:  representatives of governments, workers and employers in the ILO Governing 
Body. 

Keywords: Liberalism, geopolitical blocs, interests, international relations, 

multilateralism, negotiating framework, realism, regional groups. 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION & BACKGROUND 

Within the International Labour Organization (ILO), there are three distinct groups 

that are involved in negotiations, namely: government, worker and employer groups. 

The representatives of the workers and employers are referred to collectively as 

social partners (Simpson, 1994). The tripartite nature of the ILO makes it a unique 

specialized agency of the United Nations (UN) system. The three groups are 

responsible for formulating international labour standards, examining their 

application as well as approving the programme and budget for the International 

Labour Office (ILO, 2014). 

 

The government group is composed of four regional groups and one active 

geopolitical bloc. The four regions are; Africa, Americas, Asia-Pacific and Europe 

and the geopolitical bloc is the Industrialized Market Economy Countries (IMEC) 

which is the equivalent of the Western Europe and Others Group (WEOG) within the 

United Nations General Assembly. The governments seldom negotiate as one entity 

leaving the task to regional groups and the geopolitical blocs (Sidhu, 2007; ILO, 

2016). There are no sub-structures within the respective groups of social partners.  

 

On one hand, the configuration of the respective groups of social partners has 

remained largely unchanged since the establishment of the ILO in 1919 (Simpson, 

1994). On the other hand, the heterogenous government group is increasingly 

characterized by extended multilevel governance structures in which some 

governments negotiate as members of regional and sub-regional groups and as 
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geopolitical blocs leading to a possible overlap of issues covered by the 

governmental entities and a complex negotiating model (Rittberger,1991; Walker, 

2004; Panke & Wiedmann, 2017). Thus, the existence of complexly nested and 

overlapping entities within the government group provides a basis to investigate the 

emerging negotiating model in the ILO. 

 

Some scholars view the regional groups and the geopolitical blocs as sub systems of 

the international relations system with the former constituted by physical political 

entities nearest in space and the latter composed of political establishments with 

shared values and interests but not necessarily in the same geographical location 

(Dougherty & Pfaltzgraft, 1981; Kacowicz, 2000; Don & Woon, 2015). As part of the 

International relations system the groups within the ILO can be analyzed utilizing 

David Easton’s system model that is premised on inputs, conversion and outputs 

(Abi-Saabi,1991; Behnam, 1991; Turocy & von Stengel ,2001; Waston,2013). In this 

case, the inputs come in the form of the groups’ interests and demands while the 

conversion includes the negotiations and the outputs being the agreements or 

decisions reached on specific issues (Dougherty and Pfaltzgraft, 1981; Watson, 

2013).  

 

Negotiations in general are value and interest laden (Fisher and Ury, 2011; Zartman, 

2005). The positions that are taken by the regional groups and the geopolitical blocs 

in the UN system in general and in the ILO in particular are informed by interests 

emanating from national norms, ideas and experiences (Aggrey-Orleans, 1991; 

Walker, ibid; Nedergaard, 2005; Risse & Kleine 2010; Mitchell & Russell, 2013). In 
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multilateral negotiations governments defend, protect and advance their interests 

expressed in their respective foreign policies; 

 

“The foreign policies of all nations must consider survival as the minimum 

requirement…. All nations are compelled to protect their physical, 

political and cultural identity against encroachment by others…. National 

interest is identified with national survival and is indeed the last word in 

politics”. (Dougherty & Pfaltzgraft, 1981 pp.99). 

 

Paradoxically, there is no room for purely national interest in the groups of social 

partners. Negotiating positions of each of these two groups are global and bind both 

representatives or negotiators from the developed and developing countries 

(Simpson, 1994). 

 

The negotiation dynamics in the ILO can also be analyzed from the contending 

liberal and realism perspectives of international relations that emphasize cooperation 

and conflict respectively. On one hand, the liberal perspective holds that member 

states are capable of working in unison within the realm of inter-governmentalism for 

the common good (Alexlrod, 1984; Snyder, 2004; Alter & Meunier, 2009; Ikenberry, 

2009). On the other hand, realism holds that the international political arena is 

conflict ridden to the extent that member states are pre-occupied with the supremacy 

of nation-states and they are anti-supranational (Beigbeder, 1979; Walt, 1998; 

O’Neil,2001; Hurell, 2007; Blair, 2009; Cox, 2012; Larionova, 2018).  
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Furthermore, realism postulates that the ‘global commons’ are scarified in pursuit of 

national interests leading to what is termed the ‘tragedy of the commons’ that is akin 

to the ‘Prisoner’s Dilemma’ in the game theory (Baylis & Smith 2001; Michelle et al, 

2006). During the cold war period the confrontation between contending political 

powers weakened tripartism which is at the heart of the ILO (Masters, 1996). The 

European Institute of Security Studies (EISS) and the United Nations Institute for 

Training and Research (UNITAR) submit that the competing interests and diverse 

priorities within regional or global institutions alienate important actors and drive 

negotiations in the multilateral institutions to gridlock (EISS, 2010; UNITAR; 2016). 

These views are shared by Barash & Webel (2014) and Brett (2014). The 

constructivism which focuses on interactions among the actors, knowledge and 

experiences in international relations has emerged as a compromise perspective 

(Pettinger, 2007). With the above in mind, the contemplated research will examine 

the following objectives: 

 

1. Gain a deeper understanding of the nexus within the academic literature with 
respect to: the multilateral environment, interests of the groups and the 
negotiations in the ILO; 

 
2. Investigate the effect of the groups’ interests on negotiations in the ILO; 

 
3. Investigate the effect of the co-existence of the regional groups and 

geopolitical blocs on the negotiations in the ILO; 
 

4. Develop a new conceptual framework or model that better explains the 
relationships between the governmental entities and social partner groups 
that are involved in negotiations within the ILO. 
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It is believed that the scope of this research does not appear to have been 

completed elsewhere which provides opportunity to contribute original knowledge to 

the domain of Multilateral Negotiations with respect to governmental organization 

research. 

  

2.0 PROVISIONAL RESEARCH QUESTION 

Given the foregoing discourse a provisional research question has been developed 

as: 

“What are the characteristics of a new conceptual model or framework that 

better identifies the relationships and interactions between the governmental 

entities and social partners groups in ILO negotiations?” 

 

3.0 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Figure 1 shows that the aim of the contemplated research is to respond to the 

provisional research question by way of a triangulation of research data, being: 1. 

literature review of existing seminal academic authors (desk research); 2. content 

analysis of existing organization data (desk research) and; 3. interviews with primary 

stake holders knowledgeable within the domain of research (field research). 
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FIGURE 1  
Methodological Triangulation 

 

Source: Monarch Business School Switzerland  
Triangulation 
Figure 2 illustrates the Monarch Standardized Research Process Flow that will be 

followed within the contemplated research.  

Step 1: Preliminary Literature Review. The research begins with a survey 

and review of the works of the seminal authors within the academic scholarship 

domains. The preliminary literature review provides a framework to the 

contemplated research, identifies key concepts and theories, and develops a 

better understanding of the nexus of the academic scholarship domains. 

Step 2: In-Depth Literature Review – Part 1. An in-depth review and critique 

of the works of the seminal academic authors and quasi-academic works within 

the three academic scholarship domains identified in Section 5.0 will be 

completed to provide a solid academic foundation to the contemplated 

research. The “Gap in the Literature” will be presented and clearly identified in 

relation to the Main Research Question. 
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Step 3: Content Analysis. A content analysis of publicly available data will be 

completed. The content analysis will respond to the Provisional Research 

Question and use ILO Governing Body (GB) and International Labour 

Conference (ILC) reports, GB and ILC decisions and conclusions as well as 

information found in professional journals and like documents. 

 

FIGURE 2  
Monarch Standard Research Process Flow 

 

 
Source: Monarch Business School Switzerland 
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Step 4: Questionnaire Design & Testing. The development of the 

questionnaire will be informed by the review of the academic literature and 

technical documents. The questionnaire will be tested with several volunteers in 

advance to perfect the questionnaire from a flow and timing standpoint and 

ensure that questions are clear, concise and have a direct bearing on the focus 

of the contemplated research. 

Step 5: Semi-Structured Interview Process. All interview participants are 

expected to be knowledgeable with respect to the contemplated research. A 

total of 50 face-to-face interviews will be conducted with participants 

representing a sample from each selected stakeholder group (See Table 1). 

Step 6: In-Depth Literature Review – Part 2. To add more specificity to the 

research analysis, a second in-depth literature review will be completed. The 

Part 2 literature review will also be informed by the interview responses. 

Step 7: Follow-Up Interviews. To achieve a more specific view informed by 

the first interviews and the second literature review, a sub-set of 30 

respondents from the first-round interview sample will participate in follow-up 

interviews. The interview and timing protocols will be the same as those listed 

in Step 5. 

Steps 8 and 9: Triangulation of the Data and Gap Analysis. A triangulation 

of the research data informed by the literature review, content analysis and 

interview responses will be completed. This will assist in determining whether 

the existing academic knowledge is congruent with the practical application in 
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the field. The result of this analysis should determine whether a Praxis Gap 

exists between the academic (theoretical) and the practical (applied) domains. 

Step 10: Development of Framework and Recommendations. Building on 

the Gap Analysis completed in Step 9, an analysis of the existing models and 

frameworks within the academic domain will be considered. This analysis will 

evaluate whether the frameworks or models sufficiently address the 

requirement for practical application for negotiations or whether they should be 

improved or modified. A list of policy recommendations will be developed based 

on the findings of the research. 

 

4.0 STAKEHOLDER SCHEMA & PARTICIPANTS 

The field research component consists of an interview process comprising semi-

structured interviews. 

TABLE 1  
Level of Analysis and Stakeholder Schema 

Level Type  Group 1 Group 2 Stakeholders 

MACRO Societal - - 
Member states, national trade union 
centres and national organizations 
of employers.    

MESO Organizational/
Institutional 25 15 

Regional coordinators, 
spokesperson of the social partners, 
heads of the secretariats of 
respective groups of social partners 
and regional commissions.   

MICRO Individual 25 15 
ILO Governing Body members 
(governments, workers and 
employers).   

Total Respondentsà 50 30  

Source: Monarch Business School Switzerland 
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Due to limitations with respect to timing and resources the field research component 

and interviews will be limited to the Micro and Meso sub-groups as shown in Table 1. 

Participants will be individuals considered knowledgeable in the study domain and 

involved in the negotiations that take place within the ILO GB. 

 

5.0 LITERATURE TRIANGULATION   

 
In line with Step 2 under Section 3.0, Figure 3 illustrates the intersection of the three 

research domains as well as the proposed research topic that is to be informed by 

the literature triangulation.  

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 3  
Literature Triangulation 

 

Source: UGSM Monarch Business School Switzerland 
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The three research domains focus on theories of negotiation, international relations 

and social justice. These domains have been selected as they are believed to have 

primary influence on the emerging conceptual model or framework. The conceptual 

model will help in understanding the dynamics and the relationships among parties to 

ILO negotiations. 

 

5.1 The Theories of International Relations  

Negotiations that take place within the ILO and in other international organisations 

fall under the international relations domain hence they are part of conducting foreign 

affairs. International organisations whose genesis is traced to the 1648 Peace of 

Westphalia and 1815 Congress of Vienna were popularised in the 20th century and 

gained prominence in global politics with the establishment of the UN system in 1945 

(Muldoon et al, 2005; Muldoon et al 2010; Telo, 2012). The international 

organisations exist to foster international order in its broad sense as they constitute a 

sub-system of the international political system (Abi-Saab,1991; Rengger,1999; 

Alexandroff, 2008). 

 

In general, the actors or negotiators in international relations are not limited to 

government officials but include representatives of civil society, trade unions and 

organizations of employers (Muldoon et al, 2010). Theories of international relations 

aid to the understanding of the evolving multilateralism, the changing character of 

the diplomatic intercourse and the environment in which the negotiations take place 

(Rittberger, 1991). Accordingly, three broad perspectives of international relations 
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outlined below will be considered the initial point of discussion within the proposed 

research. 

  

 Realism: Realist theories of international relations focus on power and 

interests. They explain power relations and the conflict that pervades inter-state 

relationships. (Walt, 1998; Snyder, 2004; Albert & Buzan; 2017). National 

interests take precedence over the “commons” and the states are the main 

actors while others are considered to be of lesser importance in international 

relations (Muldoon et al, 2010). As a theoretical perspective, realism also holds 

that states enter into the international political arena to advance and defend 

national interests as well as to project power which is at the core of politics 

(Donnelly, 2000; Goverde et al, 2000; Snyder, 2004; Michelle et al 2006; 

Levine, 2012). Realists consider that the world is anarchical due to the absence 

of a world government. Consequently, they support a multi-polar arrangement 

and the concept of a central authority or world government to mitigate 

conflictual relationships among states (Hull, 2007; Walt, 1998). 

 

Liberalism: Liberal theories of international relations are premised on 

cooperation among states for the collective good (Snyder, 2004). The liberalists 

advocate equality among states and the involvement in international relations of 

stakeholders such as civil society, media, trade unions and organisations of 

employers (Muldoon, 2010; Neack, 2013). International organisations are 

assigned a role to assist in building trust among states (Pfefferle, 2014). 

Furthermore, liberals argue that states demonstrate a modicum of institutional 
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autonomy and that they are capable of generating high agential power to 

mitigate anarchy and inter-state competition (Hobson, 2000). 

 

Constructivism: Constructivist theories focus on the interactions among states 

and other actors in international relations as well as on interrelationships 

between the actors and the international organisations (Snyder, 2004; Pfefferle, 

2014). Furthermore, these theories focus on the capabilities of the structures to 

help the actors to acquire knowledge and share experiences (Walt, 1998; 

Pfefferle, 2014). These theories are underpinned by three elements namely; the 

elites, structures and topics (Donnelly, 2000; Pfefferle, 2014). Constructivism 

offers a third path that is situated in the construction of ideas to explain political 

phenomena to the extent that international relations is socially constructed 

(Mitchell & Russell; 2013).  

 

The proposed research will include work of seminal authors such as Abi-Saab, 

(1991), Walt, (1998) Rengger, (1999), Donnelly, (2000), Hobson, (2000), Kacowcz, 

(2000)  Snyder, (2004), Alexandroff, 2008), Ikenberry, (2009), Muldoon et al, (2010), 

Telo, 2012, Mitchell & Russell (2013), Neack, (2013) and Pfefferle, (2014) among 

others.   

 

5.2 Theories of Negotiation 

Negotiations in general involve the exchange of proposals with a view to reaching 

agreements (Zartman & Faure, 2005). In negotiations explicit proposals are put 

forward ostensibly for the purpose of reaching agreements on exchanges or on the 
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realisation of common interests where conflicting interests are present (Fisher & Ury 

2011); Rittberge,1991 Alfredson & Cungu 2008; Bazerman 2009). Multilateral 

negotiations involve state affairs and global situations where there are differences to 

reconcile, interests to placate, others states to persuade and goals to accomplish 

(Zartman, 2005; Barash & Webel; 2014). The theories of negotiation outlined below 

will be considered in order to provide a solid base for the analysis of the  specific 

negotiations in the ILO.   

   

Game Theory: Game theory holds that international politics ought to be treated 

as a game as it manifests characteristics akin to games such as cooperation 

and competition among players (Turocy & Stengel, 2002; Binmore; 2007; Baron 

2013; Watson, 2013). This theory includes bargaining and is based on an 

abstract form of reasoning arising from a combination of mathematics and logic 

that is applied in the study of international relations. (Dougherty & Pfaltzgraff, 

1981; Burkey; 2013). 

  

Cognitive Theory: This theory is centred on how the negotiators process and 

make sense out of the information that is availed or shared during the 

negotiation processes (Ashman & Conway; 2002; Bazerman, 2009 Aldama, 

2010). Furthermore, the cognitive approach opens the way for understanding 

irreconcilable value systems, misperceptions and miscalculations that may be 

characterising or hindering the negotiation processes (Rittberger,1991; Gilbert, 

2004; Bazerman, 2009). 
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System Theory: From a system or general system perspective, international 

politics is a system comprised of a set of variables or parts constituting a 

“whole” whose variables are interconnected and constantly interacting 

(Rittberger, 1991). A system theory is an analytical model for interpreting the 

relationships and interactions among actors in international relations 

(Dougherty & Pfaltzgraff, 1981; Goverde et al; 2000). A system is a boundary-

maintaining set of interactions imbedded in and surrounded by social systems 

which constantly influence it (David Easton in Dougherty & Pfaltzgraff, 1981; 

Jervis, 1998).  

 

The proposed research will include work of seminal authors such as Dougherty & 

Pfaltzgraff, (1981), Goverde et al, (2000), Turocy & Stengel, (2002), Bazerman, 

(2009), Fisher & Ury, (2011) and Watson, (2013) among others that have studied 

multilateral negotiations.  

   

5.3. Theories of Social Justice   

Social justice is about just or fairness in relation to interactions between and among 

human beings as well as what is just or fair to the social whole (Capeheart & 

Milovanovic, 2007; Kim, 2013). It is a broad terminology that relates to a variety of 

contexts including individual, social and economic ones (Reiman, 2012). Theories of 

social justice largely address definitional, conceptual and contextual aspects as well 

as how it is institutionalized and applied formally and informally (Vincent, 2003; 

Shoho, 2006; Capeheart & Milovanovic, 2007; Oppenheimer; 2012). 
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There are two distinct principles underpinning social justice. These are the 

distributive and retributive principles. The two also constitute the common 

approaches to the study of social justice. The distributive principles relate to fair 

competition envisioned in a free market system, fair allocation of rewards and burden 

while the retributive ones pertain to appropriate responses to harm (Capeheart & 

Milovanovic, 2007; Normore, 2007; Reiman, 2012). Accordingly, four modern 

theories of distributive justice cited by Capeheart & Milovanovic (2007) and relevant 

to negotiation scenarios will be considered in the contemplated research. These 

theories are influenced by earlier philosophical explanations of renowned 

philosophers such as Plato, Socrates, Aristotle, Lock and Rousseau:  

 

1. Utilitarianism or Ethical Theory: As advanced by John Stuart Mill This 

theory attributes happiness among people, in society and organizations to 

fairness; 

2. Theory of Justice: As developed by John Rawls it focuses on the right to 

equality and freedom of speech as they relate to fairness in negotiations;  

3. Distributive Social Justice: This theory developed by Jurgen Habermas 

emphasizes the importance of free dialogue in consensus building which is a 

desirable element in negotiations;  

4. Liberal Theory of Justice: As developed by Ronald Dworkin this theory 

advocates the application of rules and principles to achieve justice and 

fairness in negotiation processes.     

 

The proposed research will include the work of the following seminal authors: 

Vincent, (2003), Shoho, (2006), Capeheart & Milovanovic, (2007), Oppenheimer, 

(2012), Reiman, (2012) and Kim, (2013) among others.   
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5.4 Synthesis  

The contemplated research aims to develop a new conceptual model or framework 

that better identifies and explains the relationships as well as interactions between 

governmental entities and social partner groups in ILO negotiations. It is hoped that 

such a model will help policy makers, public officials, diplomats, representative of the 

organisations of social partners and scholars to better understand the negotiation 

dynamics in the ILO that are impacted upon by the “actor and subject” complexities 

in international relations.  

 

6.0 TIMELINE & BUDGET 

The contemplated research will be completed over a 36-month period. The larger 

research includes a field research component. The field research interview process 

is to be completed over a 4-month period from January 2021 to April 2021 after 

which time the data will be analyzed, and the manuscript will be completed. Each 

face-to-face interview should last a maximum of 30 minutes at a location and time 

that is amenable to the interviewees. Telephone or Skype-like interviews will be used 

if face-to-face interviewing is not possible. Most interviews will be conducted on the 

margins of the March 2021 session of the ILO GB.  

Although every effort will be made to implement the steps within the research 

timelines, variation in the plan may be encountered due to variables beyond the 

control of the researcher. Variables that may have a significant effect on the 

research timeline which are beyond control of the researcher are resource 
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availability, accessibility and availability of participants. These variables could result 

in a modification of travel schedules and prolongation of the field research stages. A 

breakdown of the time allocation by the different phases of the research is outlined in 

Table 2. 

TABLE 2  
Provisional Research Timeline 

 Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 
 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 

PA
R

T 
A 

Initial Literature 
Search             
Main Literature 
Search - Part 1             
Research Plan             
Section 1 – 
Background             
Section 2 – 
Supporting 
Literature 

            

Content Analysis             

 Official Submission of Chapters 1, 2, 3 and Slide Presentation To Obtain 
Authorization To Continue On To Field Research 

PA
R

T 
B 

Interviews Part 1             
Main Literature 
Search - Part 2             
Interviews Part 2             
Section 3 – 
Synthesis             
Section 4 – 
Recommendations             
Manuscript 
Perfecting &             
Submission             

Source: UGSM-Monarch Business School Switzerland 
 

The research will be privately funded. The total budget of the project is 

approximately 7,900 Euros as indicated in Table 3. No additional resources or 

funding will be requested of Monarch Business School Switzerland. The budget is 

presently funded and research may begin immediately upon approval. 
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TABLE 3  
Research Budget 

 In Euros 
Books and articles purchases 1,000 
Digital recorder and software purchases   700 
Travel expenses 4,000 
Conferences, doctoral workshops and webinars  1,300 
Article publications 500 
Reproduction expenses – Manuscript publication 400 

TOTAL 7,900 
 

 

 

 

7.0 RESEARCH PLAN APPROVAL 

The contemplated research has been approved by the Administration and the 

Candidate may commence the research immediately. The Candidate is not to 

deviate from the proposed research plan unless expressly confirmed by both the 
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