
Political Psychology. 2026;47:e70173.	﻿	     |   1 of 27
https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.70173

wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/pops

DOI: 10.1111/pops.70173  

S P E C I A L  I S S U E  A R T I C L E

A very particular set of skills: The role of 
perspective-taking in hostage diplomacy negotiations

Danielle Gilbert 1  |    Cynthia S. Wang 2

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits use, distribution and 
reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.
© 2026 The Author(s). Political Psychology published by Wiley Periodicals LLC on behalf of International Society of Political 
Psychology.

1Department of Political Science, 
Northwestern University, Evanston, Illinois, 
USA
2Dispute Resolution Research Center, 
Kellogg School of Management, 
Northwestern University, Evanston, Illinois, 
USA

Correspondence
Danielle Gilbert, Department of Political 
Science, Northwestern University, Evanston, 
IL, USA.
Email: danielle.gilbert@northwestern.edu

Abstract
Hostage diplomacy—detaining foreign nationals for lev-
erage under the pretext of national law—is a growing 
international security problem. Beyond constituting a 
violation of international law, hostage diplomacy is chal-
lenging to resolve. Target states must deal with aggressive, 
sovereign perpetrators; handle a fraudulent but plausible 
legal process; account for numerous stakeholders; and 
protect their citizens from future harm. How do target-
state negotiators navigate these challenges? This theory-
building article explores perspective-taking—imagining 
the world from another's vantage point—as a tool to 
shape target-state negotiators' effectiveness in navigating 
hostage diplomacy. We introduce a model that conceptu-
alizes perspective-taking on two dimensions. First, ne-
gotiators can use multiple-perspective taking, considering 
various stakeholders, including interests within their own 
government, the perpetrator's government, and the hos-
tage's family. Second, across stakeholders, negotiators can 
take strategic, cultural, emotional, and moral perspectives. 
We posit that engaging in different forms of perspective-
taking improves target-state negotiators' ability to iden-
tify a domestic win-set, reach international agreement, 
and anticipate future crises. Drawing on insights from 
members of the U.S. hostage-recovery enterprise, we 
offer a plausibility probe suggesting that perspective-
taking affects the process and outcomes of negotiations. 
Perspective-taking may thus help negotiators better man-
age power dynamics, navigate informal rules of engage-
ment, alleviate uncertainty, and bolster global security.
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[The hostage negotiator] understands that the person sitting on the other side of the 
table is…maybe a despicable person, but a rational actor. And he knows what makes 
that person tick.1

INTRODUCTION

Roger Carstens knows what makes people tick. As the former Special Presidential Envoy 
for Hostage Affairs (“SPEHA”), Ambassador Carstens served as the U.S. government's 
chief negotiator and diplomat for international hostage crises. The job, which spanned the 
Trump and Biden administrations, rewarded a particular habit of mind: the ability to in-
habit the perspective of everyone with a stake in the outcome. He put himself in the victims' 
families' shoes: “Let's pretend it's your daughter” held hostage, he implored, “and ask your-
self: what would you do to get your daughter back?” Carstens also put himself in the hos-
tage takers' shoes: “The people I talk to, most of them didn't go to Harvard or the Fletcher 
School of Law and Diplomacy. They came up in hard environments. Some have stolen elec-
tions. Some have killed their way to the top” (Ciralsky, 2024). As he puts himself “in the 
Russian, Venezuelan, or Iranian mindset,”2 Carstens engaged in perspective-taking, “the 
active cognitive process of imagining the world from another's vantage point or imagining 
oneself in another's shoes to understand their visual viewpoint, thoughts, motivations, in-
tentions, and/or emotion” (Ku et  al.,  2015, pp. 95–96). In doing so, he found the key to 
bringing dozens of hostages home.

As SPEHA, Roger Carstens confronted the growing threat of “hostage diplomacy”—when 
states use their national criminal justice systems to detain foreigners for diplomatic leverage 
(Gilbert & Rivard Piché, 2021; Moore-Gilbert, 2025). Hostage diplomacy transpires under the 
pretext of law: A government arrests, convicts, and sentences a foreign national for a crime 
like espionage or assault. But the legal process is a façade. After sentencing, the detaining 
state uses the prisoner as a bargaining chip to exact concessions from the prisoner's national 
government.

In recent years, autocratic states, including Iran, Russia, and Venezuela, have weapon-
ized their national criminal justice systems to demand concessions from their democratic 
adversaries. By disguising hostage takings as plausibly legitimate arrests, such coercive 
tactics complicate the maintenance of global security and stability, violating “fundamen-
tal principles of the rule of law” and eroding expectations of lawful conduct in interna-
tional relations (Gilbert & Rivard Piché, 2021, p. 16). Arresting individuals for imaginary 
or exaggerated crimes constitutes an arbitrary deprivation of liberty, amounting to crimes 
against humanity (Ferstman & Sharpe, 2022). And in using lives for leverage, perpetrator 
states engage in hostage taking—a grave violation of international law (Gilbert & Rivard 
Piché, 2021; Lau, 2021).

Beyond its illicit nature, hostage diplomacy presents target governments with a significant 
foreign policy dilemma. Target governments are given a choice: if they refuse to comply with 
adversarial coercion, they risk their citizens' indefinite detention abroad, thereby abdicating 
their responsibility to protect their citizens from harm. Failure to recover hostages risks do-
mestic political costs, as democratic publics tend to support hostage recovery and oppose fel-
low citizens' captivity (Ackert & Samuels, 2026; Gilbert & Prather, 2026a, 2026b; Lee, 2013). 
But to win captives' freedom, target governments likely need to cooperate with—and even 
reward—their adversaries, undermining broader foreign policy goals. Despite oft-invoked “no 

 1Interview with Adam Ciralsky, November 22, 2024.

 2Interview with Roger Carstens, March 7, 2025.
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concessions” rhetoric, democratic targets are wont to negotiate, as it remains the best—and 
perhaps only—path to resolution.

Hostage diplomacy, then, is fundamentally a problem for negotiation: a process in which 
two or more parties attempt to make joint decisions about the allocation of scarce resources. 
Negotiations are considered mixed-motive contexts because, while negotiators seek to achieve 
better outcomes for themselves, they are also motivated to cooperate to reach an agreement, 
as their no-agreement alternatives may be costly (Thompson & Wang,  2022). In the realm 
of hostage diplomacy, such negotiations are especially complex, as target-state negotiators 
must engage with a wide range of interested parties, from adversarial diplomats to hostages' 
families, to conflicting bureaucratic factions within their own government. Each party brings 
competing motivations, morals, and emotions to the table. Target-state negotiators attempt to 
maintain a delicate relationship with perpetrator-state negotiators to avoid excessive conces-
sions, all while navigating cultural norms that shape counterparts' perceptions of acceptable 
negotiation tactics (Brett, 2013). Finally, taking a long-term view becomes strategically essen-
tial, as negotiators consider whether today's hostage deal incentivizes or deters the hostage 
diplomacy of tomorrow.

Given the farcical context and the high-stakes consequences of the negotiation pro-
cess, target-state negotiators face uncertainty in navigating hostage diplomacy across mul-
tiple stakeholders and competing demands. In this theory-building article, we explore how 
perspective-taking enhances the effectiveness of responses. To do so, we introduce a model 
conceptualizing two dimensions of perspective-taking. First, negotiators can rely on multi-
ple perspective-taking, considering the vantage point of various stakeholders. Second, negoti-
ators can engage in various types of perspective-taking: strategic perspective-taking, imagining 
others' interests, motivations, goals and constraints, anticipating how their likely actions will 
evolve over the course of an interaction; cultural perspective-taking, identifying others' shared 
norms, customs, and behaviors in a particular cultural milieu; emotional perspective-taking, 
imagining others' feelings and affective states; and moral perspective-taking, recognizing oth-
ers' values, principles, and sense of right and wrong. Probing how negotiators engage in these 
variants, we propose that perspective-taking mitigates the challenges of hostage diplomacy, 
thereby improving negotiators' effectiveness in both process and outcomes. Doing so, we sug-
gest, would make negotiators more effective at accounting for others' interests, managing a 
complex group of stakeholders, and bringing hostages home.

Our article makes novel contributions to the theory and practice of political psychology 
and international security. Theoretically, our work contributes to the growing literature on the 
role of perspective-taking in international security (Abbe, 2023; Holmes & Yarhi-Milo, 2017; 
Yorke, 2023). In proposing our two-dimensional model, we distinguish among different forms 
of perspective-taking, including the novel concept of multiple perspective-taking, and demon-
strate their complementary utility in security crises. Furthermore, we contribute to the debate 
regarding the conditions under which perspective-taking fosters cooperation or competition 
between its users (Casler & Groves, 2023; Kertzer et al., 2024). Though hostage diplomacy is 
an adversarial tool, we suggest that hostage negotiators are motivated to cooperate to avoid a 
lose-lose situation. Negotiators have a strong incentive to reach an agreement mutually prefer-
able to their alternatives. Hostage diplomacy negotiations thus constitute a scenario in which 
perspective-taking should help negotiators identify a solution within their overlapping “win-
set” (Putnam, 1988).

Empirically, our work applies insights from the perspective-taking literature to hostage 
diplomacy, an emerging phenomenon (Moore-Gilbert,  2026), showcasing an unexplored 
realm in which perspective-taking can affect high-stakes international negotiations. Insights 
from key players from the U.S. “hostage-recovery enterprise” (Gilbert & Prather, 2026b) 
serve as a plausibility probe of our model. Drawing on interviews with hostage negoti-
ators and related personnel, we show how putting themselves in others' shoes improved 
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negotiators' perceived effectiveness, helping them navigate informal rules of engagement 
and alleviate uncertainty. Our model thus has implications for how target-state negotiators 
confront threats to global security and stability, as well as establishing a framework to be 
tested in future work.

HOSTAGE DIPLOM ACY

Hostage taking—detaining someone to coerce a third party to change their behavior—is an 
ancient and evolving form of violence.3 Though hostage taking dates back to the earliest writ-
ten records of war, it surged throughout the 20th century, as non-state actors hijacked air-
planes, seized embassies, and kidnapped hundreds of thousands of civilians. Groups including 
Al Qaeda, ISIS, and the FARC coerced billions of dollars in ransom payments (Callimachi, 2014; 
Gilbert, 2022a), while Boko Haram and Hamas staged dramatic mass kidnappings, attracting 
the world's rapt attention. Rebels, criminals, and terrorists have shown that hostage taking can 
be effective: By transforming lives into leverage, non-state actors have extracted significant 
concessions from more powerful state adversaries.

Recently, a new form of hostage taking has emerged, as state actors have adopted and 
adapted hostage-taking tactics. Hostage diplomacy occurs when governments deploy their 
criminal justice system to detain foreigners for leverage.4 The state detains a foreigner, charges 
and tries them for an exaggerated or fabricated crime, and sentences them through formal, 
legal channels. But the fraudulent legal process masks coercive aims: The detaining state con-
ditions the prisoner's release on the satisfaction of demands by the prisoner's own govern-
ment—a conditionality that has no place in legal proceedings (Jalloh & Lehto, 2025). To free 
their citizens, target governments must negotiate with perpetrator governments over geopolit-
ical concessions. Detention thus functions as hostage taking, carried out under the guise of 
law.

To date, there is no definitive, quantitative accounting of the phenomenon; hostage di-
plomacy cases are often observable only in retrospect, once demands are made public or a 
negotiated exchange occurs (Moore-Gilbert & Conduit, 2026). However, target governments 
and independent commissions agree: Autocracies are increasingly using human captivity as a 
“tactic to gain policy leverage or political concessions” from their Western, democratic tar-
gets (HRFC, 2024; see also Alterman & Rezaian, 2025; Edwards, 2025; Jalloh & Lehto, 2025; 
United Kingdom House of Commons Foreign Affairs Committee, 2023). Over the last two 
decades, China, Cuba, Egypt, Iran, Myanmar, North Korea, Russia, Syria, Turkey, the United 
Arab Emirates, and Venezuela have arrested American, Australian, British, Canadian, and 
Japanese citizens traveling within their borders (Edwards, 2025; Ferstman & Sharpe, 2022; 
Gilbert & Rivard Piché, 2021; Moore-Gilbert, 2025). Although governments admonish con-
cessions due to potential future repercussions, democratic targets regularly make conces-
sions, including lifting sanctions and facilitating prisoner exchanges to repatriate their citizens 
(Jenkins, 2018). Negotiated hostage deals have seen the British government pay nearly £400 

 3A legal definition for hostage taking comes from the 1979 International Convention Against the Taking of Hostages (ICATH), 
which defines hostage taking as: “…seiz[ing] or detain[ing] and threaten[ing] to kill, to injure or to continue to detain another 
person (hereinafter referred to as “hostage”) in order to compel a third party, namely, a State, an international intergovernmental 
organization, a natural or juridical person, or a group of persons, to do or abstain from doing any act as an explicit or implicit 
condition for the release of the hostage.”

 4There is no consensus label for this phenomenon, which states and organizations alternately deem “wrongful/unlawful 
detention,” “state hostage taking,” or “arbitrary detention in state-to-state relations.” Scholars debate whether it falls under 
international prohibitions on “arbitrary detention,” “hostage taking,” or both. See, for instance, “When States Take Hostages: 
Responding to Iran and other Perpetrators,” Stanford University Law School, October 24, 2024, https://​irani​an-​studi​es.​stanf​ord.​
edu/​events/​when-​state​s-​take-​hosta​ges-​respo​nding​-​iran-​and-​other​-​perpe​trators; Ferstman and Sharpe (2022) and Jalloh and 
Lehto (2025).
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million to the Iranian government (BBC, 2022); multiple prisoner swaps have brought succes-
sive U.S. administrations to reward Russia in the shadow of the Ukraine War (Gilbert, 2024, 
2025).

Hostage diplomacy presents a serious, complicated threat to international relations. For 
one, it violates multiple forms of international law and norms of state behavior, constituting 
an “egregious violation of individual human rights and fundamental principles of interna-
tional law,” and “undermin[ing] the rule of law in international affairs” (Jalloh & Lehto, 2025, 
p. 20). Because it deprives individuals of liberty without due process, legal scholars have 
forcefully argued that hostage diplomacy constitutes arbitrary detention, a violation pro-
hibited by the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the 1966 International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (Jalloh & Lehto, 2025, p. 21).5 Because hostage di-
plomacy uses human captivity for leverage, it also comprises a form of hostage taking 
(Ferstman & Sharpe, 2022; Gilbert & Rivard Piché, 2021; Jalloh & Lehto, 2025; Lau, 2021), 
which is a grave breach of the 1949 Geneva Conventions,6 a war crime,7 and a crime during 
peacetime. As a form of compellence (Schelling, 2008), hostage diplomacy constitutes inter-
ference in international relations, prohibited by the Friendly Relations Declaration of the 
UN General Assembly.8 Indeed, scholars have noted that the practice constitutes “unlawful 
coercion, which breaches the fundamental international law principle of non-intervention” 
(Ferstman, 2024, p. 213).

Beyond its unlawfulness, hostage diplomacy creates a dilemma for democratic targets—
governments and societies that tend to value civil liberties and the rule of law (Lee, 2013). 
By pitting the freedom of individual citizens against broader foreign policy prerogatives, 
perpetrators hit targeted democracies where it hurts, using democratic publics' intolerance 
of violation for nefarious advantage. Exacerbating this dilemma are four fundamental chal-
lenges that governments face when targeted by hostage diplomacy. We outline these chal-
lenges in turn.

Security challenges of hostage diplomacy and the need for negotiation

First, state perpetrators center their sovereign national criminal justice systems in hostage diplo-
macy, undermining target states' alternatives and complicating their options for response. If state 
hostage takers behaved more like kidnappers—abducting victims and holding them in clandestine 
hide-outs—target states might attempt to recover their citizens through military force. Indeed, 
when their citizens are kidnapped abroad by non-state actors, target governments sometimes 
task the military with bringing captives home (Gilbert, 2023; Gilbert & Prather, 2026a). When 
they possess a strong alternative, target states can eschew cooperating with an adversary. But 
the nature of the international system renders kinetic alternatives untenable. It is difficult—for 
logistical, legal, and strategic reasons—to imagine a democratic government launching a military 
mission to break a single person out of a foreign prison. “Criminal jurisdiction,” the Independent 
International Panel of Jurists reminds us, “belongs to the core of State sovereignty,” complicating 

 5UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), Working Group on Arbitrary Detention (2024). Fact Sheet 
No. 26 Rev. 1 at p. 8.

 6Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions of August 12, 1949, and Relating to the Protection for Victims of Non-
International Armed Conflicts (Protocol II), Adopted June 8, 1977 by the Diplomatic Conference on the Reaffirmation and 
Development of International Humanitarian Law applicable in Armed Conflicts. https://​www.​ohchr.​org/​en/​instr​ument​s-​mecha​
nisms/​​instr​uments/​proto​col-​addit​ional​-​genev​a-​conve​ntion​s-​12-​augus​t-​1949-​and-​0.

 7Customary IHL, Practice Relating to Rule 96: Hostage-Taking, https://​ihl-​datab​ases.​icrc.​org/​custo​mary-​ihl/​eng/​docs/​v2_​rul_​
rule96.

 8UN General Assembly, Declaration on Principles of International Law concerning Friendly Relations and Cooperation among 
States in accordance with the Charter of the United Nations (1979) A/RES/2625(XXV).

 14679221, 2026, 4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/pops.70173 by D

anielle G
ilbert - C

ochrane Israel , W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [27/06/2026]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense

https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/protocol-additional-geneva-conventions-12-august-1949-and-0
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/protocol-additional-geneva-conventions-12-august-1949-and-0
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/docs/v2_rul_rule96
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/customary-ihl/eng/docs/v2_rul_rule96


6 of 27  |      GILBERT and WANG

targets' ability to object. Hostage-taking states criticize the UN Working Group on Arbitrary 
Detention for condemning their behavior, insisting that national sovereignty renders the judicial 
process legal and justified (Jalloh & Lehto, 2025, p. 114; McGregor, 2023).

Coercion notoriously “requires the cooperation of the enemy” (Biddle,  2020, p. 95; 
Schelling, 2008). Consequently, target states' most—and perhaps only—viable option to free 
their citizens is to cooperate, negotiating with the perpetrator. Such cooperation entails both 
the initial decision to negotiate and subsequent agreements that win the prisoner's release. 
Indeed, all known resolutions to date have entailed negotiation and concomitant concessions. 
As former SPEHA, Ambassador Roger Carstens, explained:

You have to do tough deals to bring people home. If you're waiting for some sort 
of God out there, deus ex machina, or some passive thing to happen, I think that 
doesn't bring people home. Advocating for [a hostage taker] to release someone 
doesn't work. Waiting for time doesn't work. Hoping beyond hope is not a capabil-
ity… To get people home requires action and making hard decisions. It's never that 
easy. It's usually excruciating Option A, horrific Option B, an unbelievably hard 
Option C, and then which one you want?9

By disguising coercion and interference as an inviolable, sovereign process, state hostage takers 
weaken targets' alternatives. They deter the use of force against them, coerce targets to negotiate 
with them on an uneven playing field, and increase their likelihood of getting what they want.

Second, and relatedly, state hostage takers ostentatiously use their national criminal justice 
systems to carry out their coercion. Rather than simply coupling detention with demands, per-
petrator states take pains to carry out their hostage taking through their national legal system. 
Perpetrators invest time and effort to arrest, charge, try, convict, and sentence their foreign 
victims, behaving throughout as if the prisoner violated the law. While the prisoner cannot 
hope for fair treatment in a sham trial, it is a trial nonetheless; the veneer of legitimacy mocks 
their democratic ideals and their respect for the rule of law. However, it also confers plausible 
deniability to the perpetrator state, which might prefer international sympathy not accrue to 
the prisoner or target state. Perpetrators point to a convicted criminal and deem themselves 
the victim. The farce, in other words, is the point. Target state governments and their desig-
nated negotiators must operate within this farce, shifting from the more formal tactics appro-
priate for standard diplomatic negotiations to more creative approaches.

Third, hostage diplomacy cases involve a vast, diverse collection of parties with oft-
competing interests: the perpetrator state's leaders and agencies; the target state's leaders 
and agencies; and the hostage, their family, and community. To be successful, target states' 
negotiators must account for these actors simultaneously, balancing their varying interests 
and stances. Among the parties, hostages' families have the narrowest interest: the singular 
priority of bringing their loved one home. Some families engage private, non-government 
negotiators or advocacy organizations focused on hostage recovery to the exclusion of other 
political interests. More broadly, government offices and agencies with jurisdiction over 
hostage diplomacy cases have specific concerns within their purview, including citizen ser-
vices, regional affairs, and the enforcement of the rule of law. Most expansively, the leader-
ship of the target and perpetrator governments care about—and must represent—multiple, 
perhaps competing, interests in hostage diplomacy; any resolution must fall within their 
domestic win-set. On the perpetrator state's side, leaders may care about winning particular 
concessions, embarrassing their democratic adversary, or satisfying their selectorate. On 
the target state's side, leaders consider the crisis amidst a broader, contentious, bilateral 

 9Interview with Roger Carstens, March 7, 2025.
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relationship with an adversary, as well as the domestic and electoral consequences of their 
foreign policy decisions. Democratic publics care about hostage crises and punish gov-
ernments for recovery failures (Ackert & Samuels, 2026; Gilbert & Prather, 2026a, 2026b; 
Lee,  2013). Narrowly interested hostage families, recognizing their emotional and moral 
authority on the crisis, may use negative publicity to raise the stakes for a leader who fails 
to respond (Gilbert & Montgomery, 2025; Nguyen & Hall, 2026).

Finally, resolving hostage diplomacy through negotiated concessions presents targeted states 
with a difficult temporal tradeoff between short-term wins and long-term risk. Democratic 
governments fear that the concessions they make today will incentivize more hostage taking 
tomorrow. Such logic underpins target states' purported “no concessions” policies—an at-
tempt to deter hostage taking by denial (Brandt et al., 2016; Gilbert, 2022b; Jenkins, 2018). To 
restore captive citizens' safety and shield them from future pain, negotiators make recovery 
deals. But target governments also seek prospective protection, preventing future instances of 
hostage taking. Target-state negotiators thus weigh the risks and benefits over time, guessing 
at the perpetrator states' motivations and strategies that may spur the hostage crises of the 
future.

How do the negotiators tasked with resolving hostage crises navigate this high-stakes en-
vironment to identify domestic win-sets, negotiate agreements, and anticipate future risks? 
We suggest that perspective-taking offers a psychological framework for doing so. In the next 
section, we review scholarship on perspective-taking to clarify its theoretical value.

PERSPECTIVE-TAKING IN NEGOTIATIONS AND SECURITY

Perspective-taking is the “process of imagining the world from another's vantage point or 
imagining oneself in another's shoes to understand their visual viewpoint, thoughts, moti-
vations, intentions, and/or emotion” (Ku et  al.,  2015, pp. 95–96). Perspective-taking fosters 
and strengthens interpersonal bonds (Galinsky et al., 2005; Ku et al., 2015) by facilitating the 
merging of the mental representations of the self and others (Davis et al., 1996). Prior research 
has outlined how perspective-taking motivates interpersonal actions that reduce social and 
psychological distance (Wang et al., 2014), such as inclusionary actions toward Syrian refugees 
by American citizens (Adida et al., 2018).

Beyond its interpersonal benefits, perspective-taking is generally considered a psychologi-
cal process that enhances understanding of others' thoughts, motives, and intentions, enabling 
individuals to infer others' perspectives and adapt strategically to them. In security scholar-
ship, perspective-taking has been viewed as a strategic practice. White (1984, 1986, 1991), for 
example, defined it as seeing another's situation or world from their perspective to anticipate 
behavior, and subsequent scholars have underscored its strategic role in defense and security 
contexts (Abbe, 2023; McMaster, 2020; Yorke, 2023).10 Indeed, perspective-taking can be un-
derstood as a tool that enhances situational awareness and reduces uncertainty in complex 
environments (Wang et  al.,  2025). By updating initial impressions with new information, 
perspective-taking allows individuals to anticipate others' future states and actions 
(FeldmanHall & Shenhav, 2019; Naunov et al., 2025).

Because it helps actors respond in strategic interactions, perspective-taking is valuable in ne-
gotiations. Research shows that perspective-taking improves negotiation outcomes, enhances 

 10Some security scholars use the term empathy, including realistic empathy, chessplayer's empathy, and strategic empathy, to 
describe processes similar to what we refer to as perspective-taking. However, in fields such as social psychology and management, 
empathy has been more commonly conceptualized as an affective process involving components such as sympathy (Longmire & 
Harrison, 2018), whereas the construct described in security contexts is typically more cognitive in nature and more closely linked 
to our construct of perspective-taking. As such, we use the term perspective-taking as an umbrella concept encompassing related 
constructs used by security scholars.
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8 of 27  |      GILBERT and WANG

interpersonal interactions, and improves team decision-making and problem-solving (Galinsky 
et al., 2005; Hoever et al., 2012; Longmire & Harrison, 2018; Parker & Axtell, 2001; Todd & 
Galinsky, 2014). Scholars have elucidated its value in security contexts, arguing, for instance, 
that both perspective-taking and the perception that one's perspective is being acknowledged 
are important for success in diplomatic negotiations (Holmes & Yarhi-Milo, 2017). Similarly, 
perspective-taking is important in disarmament; by counteracting biases such as the dehu-
manization of opponents and the justification of one's own actions, and by reducing fear that 
can drive escalation, perspective-taking can help reduce the risk of an arms race (White, 1984).

Perspective-taking is not a panacea, however, and can heighten distrust (Sun et al., 2021), 
competitiveness (Klimecki et al., 2020), and unethical behavior (Pierce et al., 2013) when in-
dividuals interpret the context as adversarial. For instance, in the context of a security di-
lemma, perspective-taking can be palliative or exacerbate tension when people consider their 
adversary's perspective (Kertzer et al., 2024). As a “relational amplifier” (Pierce et al., 2013), 
perspective-taking leads to the adoption of collaborative strategies in more cooperative set-
tings and protective strategies in more competitive contexts. In other words, perspective-
taking does not uniformly foster cooperation; its effects depend on how individuals interpret 
the context. Thus, in negotiation and other mixed-motive settings, perspective-taking helps 
individuals strike a balance between cooperation and competition (Galinsky et al., 2008; Gilin 
et al., 2013; Ku et al., 2015).

Accordingly, perspective-taking is particularly relevant in security contexts, where under-
standing adversaries' motives and intentions helps negotiators navigate high-stakes decisions 
(Holmes & Yarhi-Milo, 2017). It helps update assumptions when adversaries' behavior diverges 
from expectations (Shore, 2014). As a tool that expands one's understanding of an adversary's 
decision-making mindset, it can be crucial for strategic planning (Abbe, 2023). Taken together, 
these insights underscore the capacity of perspective-taking to move beyond reactive judgment 
toward a more accurate and adaptive understanding of others' intentions, identify common 
ground, and uncover strategic opportunities.

A TWO -DIM ENSIONA L MODEL OF PERSPECTIVE -TA K ING

We build on this existing work by introducing a two-dimensional model of perspective-taking. 
The first dimension, which we deem multiple perspective-taking, disaggregates the relevant ac-
tors whose perspectives a negotiator might consider. The second dimension introduces and 
conceptualizes four variants of others' perspectives a negotiator might take: strategic, cultural, 
emotional, and moral. The dimensions are analytically distinct but complementary, producing 
a typology of perspective-taking.

This section introduces the two dimensions of perspective-taking and defines the resulting 
types. We then present our model, an integrated framework across targets and variants of 
perspective-taking, before positing how each might help negotiators address the fundamental 
challenges of hostage diplomacy.

Dimension I: Multiple perspective-taking

Prior research on perspective-taking in security settings has focused on the vantage point 
of a single actor, such as an adversary (Abbe, 2023; Holmes & Yarhi-Milo, 2017; Kertzer 
et  al.,  2024; Yarhi-Milo,  2014) or out-group target (Casler & Groves,  2023; Williamson 
et al., 2021). Yet in many international security settings, including hostage diplomacy, in-
dividuals operate within a multiparty environment. International negotiations operate as 
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       |  9 of 27A VERY PARTICULAR SET OF SKILLS

a “two-level game” in which diplomatic agreements between adversaries depend on the 
preferences of both sides' domestic constituencies (Putnam,  1988). Negotiation research 
has highlighted this broader structure. Effective negotiators don't just consider one coun-
terpart's vantage point; instead, they at least implicitly consider various stakeholders or 
relevant parties who influence—or are influenced by—the process and outcome of the 
negotiation (see, for instance, Lax & Sebenius,  2006; Sebenius,  2013). Prior research on 
organizational team dynamics suggests that perspective-taking facilitates the integration 
of diverse viewpoints in teams, incorporating more—and more representative—interests 
(Hoever et al., 2012; Van Knippenberg et al., 2020).

Bringing together these insights, we introduce the concept of multiple perspective-taking: the 
process of simultaneously considering the vantage points of multiple relevant parties. Multiple 
perspective-taking is a matter of breadth rather than kind: it concerns how many parties a 
negotiator considers, not what aspect of their perspective is considered. We suggest that mul-
tiple perspective-taking allows negotiators to develop a more comprehensive mental model of 
the negotiation landscape. By considering diverse viewpoints, negotiators may better antici-
pate constraints and opportunities presented by the different actors who have a stake in the 
outcome.

A brief sketch of hostage diplomacy's “stakeholder map” suggests why. Hostage diplomacy 
is a unique international security dilemma in which the personal meets the geopolitical, fus-
ing the inherent complexities of adversarial, bilateral relationships, bureaucratic politics, and 
constituent services. As such, it brings together a unique constellation of actors—adversarial 
governments, conflicting government agencies, hostages' families, advocacy groups, and com-
munity members—all of which bring competing interests to the table and any of which could 
influence a final deal (Gilbert & Montgomery, 2025).

Hostage diplomacy negotiations feature designated11 negotiators, who are the formal negoti-
ation agents for the target and perpetrator states; principals, who hold ultimate decision-
making authority for both sides; intra-state actors, other government offices and individuals 
who possess competing or complementary interests and some authority on the issue; and con-
stituencies, the interested population whose preferences and actions shape the negotiation dy-
namics. Throughout the negotiation's two-level game, the designated negotiators engage with 
each other, as well as with other relevant parties on their own side. To illustrate, Figure 1 intro-
duces a simplified, stylized stakeholder map that reflects these roles.

Table  1 extends this framework by specifying key groups and parties within each role. 
Were they to engage in multiple perspective-taking, for example, designated negotiators (e.g., 
SPEHA or other assigned agents) would consider not only the perpetrator's designated negoti-
ator but also other important actors, such as the perpetrator state's leaders who shape strategic 
priorities. They could likewise consider stakeholders within their own government, ranging 
from principals (e.g., the U.S. President) to intra-state actors (e.g., national security institutions 
such as the National Security Council) to myriad civilian stakeholders, ranging from the hos-
tage's family to representatives from hostage-advocacy organizations.

Our dimension of multiple perspective-taking makes explicit that the target state does not 
approach hostage diplomacy negotiations as a unitary actor, but rather, that it is comprised 
of multiple actors; its negotiators simultaneously imagine the vantage points of various stake-
holders. It tells us whose perspectives negotiators may take, but not which aspects of those 
perspectives matter. To answer that question, we turn to our second dimension.

 11The equivalent of Putnam's “chief” negotiator (1988).
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10 of 27  |      GILBERT and WANG

Dimension II: Variants of perspective-taking

Scholarship on perspective-taking defines it as imagining another's vantage point, including 
their “thoughts, motivations, intentions, and/or emotions” (Ku et al., 2015, pp. 95–96); thus, 
the concept implicitly encompasses several variants of perspective-taking that could shape a 
counterpart's aims and behavior. Building on existing work, we disaggregate and expand upon 
these variants, theorizing how each could matter differently for complex international negotia-
tions. Specifically, we identify four psychologically distinct variants of perspective-taking 
(Table 2): strategic, cultural, emotional, and moral.12

Each variant of perspective-taking helps the perspective-taker answer different inter-
pretive questions about their counterpart. First, negotiators might ask: What are my coun-
terpart's interests and alternatives, and how will they respond as the negotiation unfolds? 
Answering this question results in what we label strategic perspective-taking: imagining 
others' interests, goals, and constraints, and anticipating how their likely actions will evolve 
over the course of an interaction. We suggest that strategic perspective-taking can enable 
negotiators to better understand their counterpart's decision-making mindset, anticipate 
how counterparts will respond to their actions, update assumptions amidst surprising be-
havior, and adjust accordingly.

The concept of strategic perspective-taking hews closely to the way perspective-taking is 
treated in international security scholarship: inferring what one's counterpart wants and how 
they'll try to achieve it. Scholars often employ the metaphor of chess, where players plan sev-
eral moves ahead (Abbe, 2023; McMaster, 2020; White, 1984, 1986, 1991; Yorke, 2023). Strategic 
perspective-taking embodies this forward-looking approach, allowing negotiators to antici-
pate how counterparts will react to their actions, and thus entails imagining how someone's 
behavior will change over time.

 12These four variants of perspective-taking represent ideal types; at the boundaries, separating them may not always be as clear as 
our definitions suggest. We consider the potential for overlap among the variants and how negotiators and scholars might 
distinguish among them below.

F I G U R E  1   Simplified stakeholder map.

Principals

Intra-state 
actors

Constituencies

Designated 
negotiators

Designated 
negotiators

Target State Perpetrator State

A thick horizontal line indicates official communication between states
Thin lines indicate communication channels to the designated negotiators

Principals

Intra-state 
actors

Constituencies
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       |  11 of 27A VERY PARTICULAR SET OF SKILLS

Second, negotiators might ask: What does my counterpart's behavior mean in their cultural 
context? Answering this question results in what we label cultural perspective-taking: imag-
ining others' shared norms, customs, and behaviors in a particular cultural milieu. Scholars 
have described cultural perspective-taking as “considering the typical approach to negotiation 

TA B L E  1   Key stakeholders in hostage diplomacy.

Group Parties Role Illustrative examples

Target state Leaders Principal U.S. Presidents, e.g., Biden or 
Trump

National security 
entities

Negotiator/Intra-state actor National Security Council, 
Hostage Response Group (HRG)

Diplomatic entities Negotiator/Intra-state actor SPEHA, ambassadors

Law enforcement 
agencies

Negotiator/Intra-state actor Federal Bureau of Investigation 
(FBI)

Intelligence services Negotiator/Intra-state actor Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)

Political representatives Intra-state actor/
Constituency

Members of Congress

Perpetrator 
state

Leaders Principal President Vladimir Putin (Russia), 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei (Iran), 
President Nicolás Maduro 
(Venezuela)

Diplomatic entities Negotiator/Intra-state actor Foreign service, ambassadors

Criminal justice system Intra-state actor Police, judges, and prison guards

Intelligence services Negotiator/Intra-state actor Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps (IRGC), Federal Security 
Service of the Russian Federation 
(FSB)

Political factions Constituency Leader's selectorate

Target state's 
civilian 
stakeholder

Hostage Constituency Jason Rezaian (held in Iran), 
Evan Gershkovich (held in 
Russia), Eyvin Hernandez (held in 
Venezuela)

Hostage family Constituency Parents, spouses, siblings, and 
children

Non-government 
negotiators

Negotiator/Constituency Governor Bill Richardson 
(Richardson Center for Global 
Engagement), Mickey Bergman 
(Global Reach)

Victim-specific 
advocates

Constituency WNBA (Brittney Griner), Wall 
Street Journal (Evan Gershkovich)

Hostage-advocacy 
organizations

Constituency Bring Our Families Home 
Campaign, James W. Foley Legacy 
Foundation, HostageUS

Media Constituency TV, radio, and newspapers; 
national security and politics 
reporters

Note: Examples are for illustrative purposes and are non-exhaustive. Examples include individuals who formerly served in their 
respective roles (e.g., Biden, Maduro, Rezaian) as well as individuals who are deceased (e.g., Khamenei, Richardson). Many of the 
actors above could serve alternate roles. For example, if national security entities serve as the “negotiator” in a given case, then 
the diplomatic, law enforcement, and intelligence services all serve as “intra-state actors.” Conversely, if representatives from 
intelligence services serve as the “negotiator,” then it is the national security, diplomatic, and law enforcement representatives who 
represent “intra-state actors.”

 14679221, 2026, 4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/pops.70173 by D

anielle G
ilbert - C

ochrane Israel , W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [27/06/2026]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



12 of 27  |      GILBERT and WANG

that a counterpart from another culture might take” (Lee et al., 2013, p. 390). By considering 
culture—a common set of norms, customs, and behaviors shared by a group of people—ne-
gotiators anticipate the meanings that shape negotiation processes, patterns, and behaviors 
(Brett, 2013).

While strategic and cultural perspective-taking are both forms of cognitive perspective-
taking, we follow existing work that implicitly highlights their different uses and effects (Lee 
et  al.,  2013). Whereas strategic perspective-taking considers both the counterpart's motiva-
tions, constraints, and likely response to each move, cultural perspective-taking seeks to 
understand shared, group-level meaning systems, such as norms about hierarchy, communica-
tion style, and appropriate conduct—a context that is especially relevant for the cross-cultural 
negotiations at the heart of hostage diplomacy.

Third, negotiators might ask: How does my counterpart feel? Answering this question re-
sults in what we label emotional perspective-taking—imagining others' feelings and affective 
states. This distinction between cognitive and affective aspects of perspective-taking is empir-
ically supported: Researchers have found that distinct neural components support emotional 
versus cognitive forms of perspective-taking. While cognitive forms of perspective-taking 
rely on executive functions such as mental set switching and working memory, emotional 
perspective-taking engages prefrontal and limbic regions associated with emotion processing 
(Healey & Grossman, 2018).

Finally, negotiators might ask: What does my counterpart believe is right or justified? 
Answering this question results in what we label moral perspective-taking—imagining others' 
values, principles, and sense of right and wrong. Prior work has linked perspective-taking 
to moral judgment and reasoning (Batson et al.,  2003), without explicitly identifying moral 
perspective-taking as its own construct. Moral perspective-taking entails imagining others' 
sense of justice and fairness, as well as understanding the criteria they might use to assess a 
deal.

The role of perspective-taking in hostage diplomacy negotiations

Together, the two dimensions—target and variant of perspective-taking—produce the pa-
per's core framework: a typological model of perspective-taking. When multiple perspective-
taking operates in tandem with the variants of perspective-taking, a negotiator takes some 
combination of strategic, cultural, emotional, or moral perspectives of all the parties consid-
ered. In Table 3, we apply the typology to hostage diplomacy, illustrating what it would look 
like if targets' designated negotiators took the strategic, cultural, emotional, and moral per-
spectives of multiple stakeholder groups, including the perpetrators' negotiators, intra-state 
actors, and civilian stakeholders.

TA B L E  2   Variants of perspective-taking.

Variant Definition

Strategic perspective-taking Imagining others' interests, goals, and constraints, and 
anticipating how their likely actions will evolve over the 
course of an interaction

Cultural perspective-taking Imagining others' shared norms, customs, and behaviors in a 
particular cultural milieu

Emotional perspective-taking Imagining others' feelings and affective states

Moral perspective-taking Imagining others' values, principles, and sense of right and 
wrong
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       |  13 of 27A VERY PARTICULAR SET OF SKILLS

How does the two-dimensional approach to perspective-taking help target-state negotiators 
tackle the fundamental challenges of hostage diplomacy? We generate several hypotheses re-
garding how perspective-taking can affect the process or outcome of hostage diplomacy nego-
tiations. To do so, we focus on the aspects of perspective-taking that we most expect to affect 
three central outcomes in hostage diplomacy: identifying domestic win-sets, reaching agree-
ment to bring hostages home, and anticipating—and even preventing—future hostage crises. 
Our typology maps a broad space of possible perspective-taking, but not every cell is equally 
consequential for the challenges we have identified. We therefore derive hypotheses only for 
the combinations we expect to matter most for these three outcomes, leaving the remaining 
cells as a structured agenda for future research.

Identifying domestic win-sets

Hostage diplomacy cases involve myriad parties whose interests pull in different directions. 
Target-state negotiators contend with hostage families demanding immediate recovery 
(Nguyen & Hall,  2026), domestic political constituencies divided over the cost of conces-
sion (Gilbert & Prather, 2026b), and law-enforcement actors whose institutional priorities cut 
against any deal. Multiple perspective-taking, which requires holding several viewpoints in 
mind simultaneously, should help negotiators imagine how various stakeholders value the cost 
of a no-agreement and identify their domestic win-set.

Hypothesis 1a.  If a target-state negotiator engages in multiple perspective-taking, 
then they will be more likely to identify deals acceptable to the relevant parties—
the domestic win-set.

Beyond their number, the parties involved are emotionally invested in ways that further compli-
cate negotiation. Emotions are often central to negotiators' experience in hostage diplomacy, where 

TA B L E  3   A two-dimensional model of perspective-taking in hostage diplomacy.

Note: This table is limited to the stakeholders we consider most relevant to hostage diplomacy negotiations and, therefore, is non-
exhaustive. Cells with a bold outline are explored in the plausibility probe below.
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14 of 27  |      GILBERT and WANG

parties' actions are colored by fear, anger, and uncertainty (Greenwald et al., 2026; Koschut, 2026; 
Petersen, 2026; Symons, 2026). Hostage families, in particular, bring a strong emotional perspec-
tive to the issue, often experiencing grief, fear, and anger that their loved one may never return. If 
target-state negotiators do not account for families' emotional perspectives, they may not identify 
responses that validate families' distress. They may underestimate how silence or intermittent up-
dates are experienced by hostage families as fear-inducing. These excluded families may become 
more distrustful of the process, more publicly vocal about their dissatisfaction, or less willing to 
cooperate with officials during negotiations. By imagining families' emotional states, target-state 
negotiators may be better able to communicate with them and explain negotiation constraints in 
ways that preserve trust and reduce public pressure during negotiations.

Hypothesis 1b.  If a target-state negotiator engages in emotional perspective-
taking toward hostage families, then they will be more likely to identify deals ac-
ceptable to the relevant parties—the domestic win-set.

Reaching international agreement

Target-state negotiators face a different set of challenges at the international negotiating table. 
State sovereignty constrains the use of force, leaving negotiation as the primary—and often the 
only—path to recovery. Structurally, this brings parties to the table and raises the costs of im-
passe: even adversaries with sharply opposed interests must engage one another directly. Once 
at the table, the absence of viable outside alternatives raises the costs of no agreement for both 
sides: for the target state, failing to bring hostages home; for the perpetrator state, failing to secure 
desired political concessions. Though negotiators cooperate, they nonetheless strive to reach the 
“best” deal possible: bringing the most hostages home for the fewest concessions. This tension 
represents the classic mixed-motive structure of negotiations: negotiators pursue advantage for 
their own side while remaining bound to the other by the shared cost of failure (Fisher et al., 2011; 
Thompson & Wang, 2022). Under such conditions, strategic perspective-taking helps negotiators 
imagine their counterparts' motives, constraints, and likely moves. Anticipating and reacting to 
offers and counteroffers should increase the likelihood of agreement.

Hypothesis 2a.  If a target-state negotiator takes the perpetrator-state negotiator's 
strategic perspective, then they will be more likely to reach an agreement to bring 
the hostage home.

Moreover, because perpetrator states employ a farcical but plausible legal process, cultural 
perspective-taking should help negotiators interpret it. The legal proceedings surrounding 
hostage diplomacy are not merely procedural cover. They encode “culturally normative nego-
tiation repertoires” (Lee et al., 2013, p. 392) about sovereignty, hierarchy, and the proper se-
quencing of state action. Negotiators who treat the legal proceedings as noise risk misreading 
both the timing and the substance of their counterpart's signals; those attuned to the cultural 
logic of the process can identify openings and avoid premature moves. Engaging in cultural 
perspective-taking should help target-state negotiators interpret their counterpart's behaviors 
and communicate effectively, thus increasing the likelihood of reaching a viable deal.

Hypothesis 2b.  If a target-state negotiator takes the perpetrator-state negotiator's 
cultural perspective, then they will be more likely to reach an agreement to bring 
the hostage home.
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       |  15 of 27A VERY PARTICULAR SET OF SKILLS

Anticipating future crises

Finally, the targets of hostage diplomacy face a trade-off between current recovery and fu-
ture risk: bringing today's hostages home may make it more likely that citizens are captured 
tomorrow. This trade-off is shaped by competing moral interpretations of who acted first. 
Target states see the perpetrator as the first-mover—a state that seized an innocent citizen for 
coercive purposes—and read any concessions as incentivizing further captures. Perpetrator 
states often claim (and may genuinely believe) they are the initial wronged party, casting their 
actions as a response to the target state's earlier arrest or extradition of their own nationals; in 
their telling, a prisoner swap rights an existing imbalance rather than rewarding hostage tak-
ing (Gilbert & Rivard Piché, 2021).

Moral perspective-taking may help negotiators reason through this trade-off. By recon-
structing the justificatory logic perpetrators use, negotiators can distinguish concessions that 
plainly invite repetition from those embedded in a coherent (if objectionable) grievance narra-
tive, where a calibrated exchange may close a cycle rather than open one. This does not dissolve 
the temporal trade-off, but it lets negotiators weigh current recovery against future risk on 
more accurate grounds than the first-mover framing supplies on its own. The payoff is con-
crete: by framing an exchange as redressing a claimed imbalance rather than rewarding coer-
cion, a negotiator can resolve the present case on terms less likely to invite its repetition, while 
grasping the moral resonance behind perpetrator states' insistence on “parity” and 
“symmetry.”13

Hypothesis 3.  If a target-state negotiator takes the perpetrator-state negotia-
tor's moral perspective, then they will be more likely to frame concessions in 
ways that resolve the current case without rewarding the behavior that produced 
it.

PERSPECTIVE -TA K ING IN HOSTAGE DIPLOM ACY: A 
PLAUSIBILITY PROBE

As a plausibility probe (Eckstein, 2000) of our model and hypotheses, we draw on interviews 
with members of the U.S. hostage-recovery enterprise—senior government officials, non-
governmental negotiators, and hostage advocates—to explore whether our hypotheses appear 
plausible.14 Though the interviews were conducted for other purposes (see Gilbert & 
Montgomery, 2025; Gilbert & Prather, 2026b)15 and did not ask explicitly about perspective-
taking, current and former policymakers and members of the hostage-advocacy community 
frequently raised the importance of putting themselves in others' shoes—and the dangers from 
failing to do so.

The policymakers we spoke to all stemmed from official hostage-recovery offices—those 
organizations whose leaders can serve as the target-state's “designated” negotiator. They in-
clude senior White House officials as well as the Special Presidential Envoy for Hostage Affairs 
(SPEHA), the State Department's senior diplomat for hostage-recovery issues, often referred 
to as the government's “chief hostage negotiator.” We also spoke with non-government negoti-
ators, former hostages, and their family members.

 13Whether such framing actually reduces future hostage taking is a question our probe can only address indirectly. Our claim here 
is narrower: moral perspective-taking helps explain what negotiators are able to do at the table.
 14Per Eckstein, plausibility probes constitute “attempts to determine whether potential validity may reasonably be considered 
great enough to warrant […] testing” (2000, p. 147).
 15Interviews conducted under Northwestern University IRB # STU00222604 and Dartmouth College IRB STUDY #00032606.
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In doing so, we also show that target-state negotiators take multiple perspectives (and not 
just the perspective of the perpetrator) and implicitly distinguish among different variants of 
perspective-taking, separately imagining their counterparties' strategies, norms, feelings, and 
values. Moreover, negotiators relay both that perspective-taking improves negotiation pro-
cesses and outcomes, and that failing to take others' perspectives hinders negotiation processes 
and outcomes. In what follows, we provide examples that suggest that perspective-taking 
helped target-state negotiators identify the domestic win-set, reach international agreement, 
and anticipate future hostage taking.

Identifying the domestic win set: Multiple perspective-taking

While past work has identified the benefits of adopting the adversary's perspective, we posit 
that negotiators gain an additional advantage when they engage in multiple perspective-taking, 
considering all stakeholders, including those in their own government and the hostages' fami-
lies. Two stakeholder groups are especially consequential for identifying the domestic win-set: 
intra-state actors and hostage families. Taking the former's perspective helps negotiators as-
semble the coalition to support a deal; taking the latter's helps sustain the trust and political 
cover a deal requires.

The costs of failing to take multiple perspectives are visible in the 2014 deaths of James 
Foley, Steven Sotloff, Peter Kassig, and Kayla Mueller at the hands of ISIS. As one official 
described the environment of U.S. hostage recovery at the time, “Nobody was talking to any-
body. Everyone thought someone else was doing it, which meant nobody was.”16 The episode 
prompted a comprehensive review and the issuance of the Presidential Policy Directive 30, 
which institutionalized interagency coordination and created designated negotiators, includ-
ing the SPEHA and the National Security Council's Director for Hostage and Detainee Affairs, 
who engage many stakeholders by design.

The SPEHA's mandate spans negotiating releases, supporting families, expanding the 
hostage-recovery enterprise, and deterring future cases; the NSC's Director for Hostage and 
Detainee Affairs convenes interagency deliberations and channels competing interests toward 
a recommendation for the president. These negotiators function less as ultimate decision-
makers than as the conduit among perpetrator, target, and victim—positioned, as a former 
hostage put it, to understand the “multiple players, multiple competing interests, [including] 
within the U.S. government” and to “piece it all together.”17

Coordination alone, however, is not perspective-taking, which can help negotiators as-
sess the domestic win-set. For some intra-state bureaucratic actors, the cost of no-agreement 
is extremely low: agencies like the Department of Justice would prefer to not make a deal 
that requires releasing prisoners (Gilbert & Montgomery,  2025). Conversely, for hostage 
families, the cost of no-agreement is extremely high: they would be willing to pay almost 
anything to ensure their loved one comes home (Nguyen & Hall,  2026). The advantage 
comes from actively imagining how each internal stakeholder sees the deal. As Carstens 
described preparing for interagency meetings, he would anticipate—“guessing and outlin-
ing”—colleagues' talking points in advance. As he described it, “I may disagree with them 
all the time,” he admitted, “but we know each other.”18 He went into every interagency 
meeting prepared for what colleagues across the U.S. government would say, imagining 
their moves, so that he could prepare his best response. By taking other intra-state actors' 

 16Interview with senior official, March 3, 2023.
 17Interview with Jason Rezaian, April 3, 2024.
 18Interview with Roger Carstens, March 7, 2025.
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perspectives, the SPEHA is better prepared to identify a deal satisfactory to other domestic 
stakeholders.

Multiple perspective-taking may also keep designated negotiators from over-identifying 
with the perpetrator. As non-government negotiator Mickey Bergman described the risks of 
his “fringe diplomacy,” or negotiating outside of the official government channels, seeing the 
perpetrators' perspectives to the exclusion of one's own government agencies makes identifying 
the domestic win-set difficult. “I can be extremely patient—emotionally patient when it comes 
to the crazy people: the Russians, the Iranians, the North Koreans, the Venezuelans. When it's 
our people, it's harder to be patient.”19

Identifying the domestic win set: Emotional perspective-taking

Among civilian stakeholders, hostage families hold the narrowest interest: they are an im-
portant, focused constituency, whose cost to “no-agreement” (Putnam, 1988) is exorbitantly 
high. Reading their emotional state is therefore not incidental to the win-set but central to it: 
families that feel unseen can withhold cooperation, go public, and raise the political cost of 
failing to find a deal.

Merging the personal with the political, hostage recovery is perhaps the sole foreign pol-
icy domain in which senior administration officials perform constituent services. A col-
league described the SPEHA role as “an ambassador that goes and sits in your house.” As 
he spent time with hostage families, the official noted that Roger Carstens is “deeply en-
gaged with families, with their pain.”20 Carstens himself framed the work as reading dis-
tress for what it signals: “When a family's mad and is creating a lot of noise, if anything, that 
reminds all of us that they're undergoing great stress, they're under great pressure. And 
what we need to do is apply more compassion.”21 Consistent with research linking emo-
tional perspective-taking to empathy and prosocial responding (Oswald,  1996; Shamay-
Tsoory & Aharon-Peretz,  2007), this attentiveness lets negotiators tailor engagement to 
families' actual emotional states.

The cost of neglecting that emotional perspective is again clearest in the 2014 ISIS case. 
When the distraught families inquired about ransom options, a senior White House official 
reportedly admonished the suffering families, threatening them with prosecution if they tried 
to pay for their children's release.22 The Obama administration failed to recover the ISIS cap-
tives, and their perceived emotional callousness became the central talking point about how 
the White House failed hostage families. Since that failure, senior officials argue, it's crucial to 
take the families' emotional perspective. “We take our cues from the family,” a senior official 
emphasized. “The needs of the family come first.”23 That reorientation can shape decisions at 
the highest level. As one negotiator recounted, deals stalled at the staff level could move when 
a family met directly with a president inclined to take the family's emotional perspective: forc-
ing such a meeting, he suggested, was “how it worked”—the president would emerge asking his 
staff for a decision memo.24

 19Interview with Mickey Bergman, November 2, 2024.
 20Interview with senior official, November 19, 2024.
 21Interview with Roger Carstens, March 7, 2025.
 22“Foley family says was ‘threatened’ by U.S. official over ransom: ABC,” Reuters, September 12, 2014. https://​www.​reute​rs.​com/​
artic​le/​world/​​uk/​foley​-​famil​y-​says-​was-​threa​tened​-​by-​us-​offic​ial-​over-​ranso​m-​abc-​idUSK​BN0H7​2J0/​.
 23Interview with senior official, January 27, 2023.
 24Interview with Mickey Bergman, November 2, 2024.
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Bringing hostages home: Strategic perspective-taking

Hostage diplomacy is rife with strategic uncertainty. Despite the underlying coercion, the ne-
gotiators tasked with resolving crises are jointly incentivized to reach a deal. Carstens stressed 
this innate interdependence between adversaries. At the point of stress in any negotiation, he 
told a journalist, “the people at the negotiating table have to trust each other, have to know 
each other, and have to be willing to, in a way, not just invest in each other, but really fight for 
the negotiation points that they've worked towards” (Ciralsky,  2024). The interdependence 
runs both ways: as one senior official observed, “In the calculus of the other side, if someone 
dies, they lose leverage; they would see that as a ‘wasted asset.’ They want to make sure they 
trade him.”25

Yet recognizing interdependence is not the same as exploiting it. Facing uncertainty 
about the negotiation's structure, negotiators often default to a distributive, zero-sum read-
ing. According to the well-documented “fixed-pie” bias (Thompson, 1990), negotiators tend 
to haggle over zero-sum outcomes—a bias that intensifies in high-stakes settings. By en-
gaging in strategic perspective-taking with the perpetrator-state's negotiator, target-state 
negotiators are likely to perform better in mixed-motive settings, for two possible reasons. 
First, by imagining their counterpart's incentives and subsequent moves, they can antici-
pate and react effectively to offers and counteroffers, increasing the likelihood of agree-
ment. Second, by inferring their counterpart's interests and alternatives, they can shift from 
a distributive to an integrative framework, “expanding the pie” to produce more creative 
deals.

Strategic perspective-taking may help negotiators infer their counterpart's interests and 
priorities (Galinsky et al., 2008), thereby expanding the set of issues available for trade and 
enhancing the likelihood of identifying trade-offs across issues. One senior official de-
scribed exactly this reasoning about the Russian side: “You have to ask yourself: Why is 
Putin doing this? There's all this election influence stuff, they want Americans to fight, they 
want to make U.S. leadership look weak.” Understanding the Russians' possible broader 
motivation helps explain specific coercive moves, including pitting hostages like Brittney 
Griner (a Black, gay, WNBA star) against Paul Whelan (a white, male, former Marine). 
“Dividing the country,” he continued, “achieves these goals.”26 Target-state negotiators de-
scribe this inference as routine, noting how they consider a counterparty's potential moti-
vations, intentions, and future moves as “just part of the job.” To brainstorm how to 
respond, Carstens characterized the process as “whiteboarding it like a military decision-
making process… specific tasks, implied tasks, limits, constraints… what are the courses of 
action? What's it going to take to break through?”27

Taking the counterpart's interests and motivations seriously also helped negotiators break 
out of the zero-sum frame. This payoff is evident in the way U.S.–Russia exchanges have 
evolved. In 2022, the U.S. government negotiated a pair of one-for-one prisoner swaps, re-
leasing Konstantin Yaroshenko to secure the freedom of American Trevor Reed, who had 
been imprisoned in Russia since 2019, and later exchanging the “merchant of death,” Viktor 
Bout, for WNBA star Brittney Griner (Gilbert & Montgomery, 2025). By 2023, the negotiators 
approached hostage diplomacy beyond the zero-sum mindset, dramatically expanding their 
vision of what was possible, yielding a 16-country, 24-prisoner swap deal that represented the 
largest prisoner exchange since the Cold War (Gilbert, 2024). Such a deal would never have 
been possible without considering what the Russians (and other parties) really valued, instead 
of haggling over one prisoner at a time.

 25Interview with senior official, November 19, 2024.
 26Ibid.
 27Interview with Roger Carstens, March 7, 2024.
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Bringing hostages home: Cultural perspective-taking

Cultural perspective-taking, shown to improve traditional negotiation outcomes by enabling 
greater value claiming (Lee et al., 2013), may help negotiators interpret cultural logics of honor 
and hierarchy, reducing the miscommunication that can lead to negotiation breakdowns. 
Russia, for instance, is considered a “high power distance” culture in which hierarchy and 
unequal power distribution are culturally acceptable (Hofstede, 1980). In negotiation settings, 
this cultural context creates expectations that participants must possess the “right” status 
and that exchanges be “equal,” lest they create a sense of indebtedness (Deng et al.,  2026). 
Indeed, former negotiators emphasize Russians' concern with “symmetry”: deals must include 
equal numbers of prisoners exchanged; negotiating officials must be of equivalent seniority 
(Bergman, 2024).

Inferring these expectations shapes not just what deal is acceptable but how to approach the 
negotiation process, such as whether to engage diplomatic or intelligence channels or whether 
to engage publicly or privately. As Mickey Bergman explained, “The Russians are old school 
diplomats… if we're not government, we can't officially have meetings with government offi-
cials… we don't have meetings with them in the Kremlin.” Instead, Bergman met with Russian 
officials in private residences, in encounters staged to seem accidental.28 Understanding their 
customary expectations for negotiation behaviors allows for creative alternatives when 
necessary.

The same cultural logic governs timing. Russia has historically refused to engage with 
target-state negotiators until its domestic legal process has run its course, treating earlier over-
tures as a violation of the encounter's informal rules. A negotiator who misreads such a delay 
as mere stalling, rather than a culturally shaped sequence, risks pressing at exactly the wrong 
moment. As Bergman summarized, “Your understanding of negotiations and my understand-
ing of negotiations are very different.”29 Without recognizing the cultural norms and scripts 
that make counterparts' moves understandable, negotiators risk violating cultural expecta-
tions and stalling talks they are otherwise incentivized to complete.

Anticipating future crises: Moral perspective-taking

Target-state negotiators confront a temporal trade-off: the concessions that recover today's 
hostages may incentivize the hostage-taking of tomorrow. This trade-off is not resolved at 
the table, but how a negotiator structures and justifies concessions can bear on it directly. 
Moral perspective-taking helps negotiators frame concessions in ways that resolve the present 
case without rewarding the behavior that produced it. The mechanism runs through attribu-
tion. Hostage-taking states rarely characterize their own conduct as opportunistic seizure; 
they construe it as a justified response to a prior wrong. By reconstructing that justificatory 
logic, a negotiator can distinguish an exchange that plainly rewards coercion from one that a 
perpetrator would read as redressing a claimed imbalance—a framing that closes the present 
cycle rather than opening the next.

The first step in the mechanism—re-attributing the perpetrator's conduct from malice to 
grievance—appears clearly in our interviews. Rather than dismissing hostage takers as purely 
malicious, irrational, and dehumanizing them (Finkel et  al.,  2020), negotiators and former 
hostages alike described reconstructing the moral narratives through which perpetrators jus-
tify their actions. As one former hostage reflected, his captors were “still human,” act “for 

 28Interview with Mickey Bergman, November 2, 2024.
 29Ibid.
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specific reasons,” and “justify a lot of their actions.” His Iranian captors' standard re-
frain—“We're not as bad as Guantanamo”—suggested they believed their conduct was no 
worse than that of the U.S. government. This is moral perspective-taking in its starkest form: 
not endorsement of the perpetrator's reasoning, but recognition that the reasoning exists and 
structures behavior. Negotiators who think of perpetrators as “monsters without any con-
science”30 risk escalation and breakdown; those who reconstruct the grievance narrative gain 
a more accurate read of what the counterpart believes a fair resolution would be.

That read matters more because perpetrator states routinely cast hostage-taking as retal-
iatory, rather than an initiation of coercion. China detained the “two Michaels” in response 
to Canada's arrest of Meng Wanzhou; Russia's detention of Trevor Reed, Paul Whelan, and 
Brittney Griner followed U.S. arrests of Konstantin Yaroshenko and Viktor Bout (Gilbert & 
Rivard Piché, 2021). Ambassador Carstens articulated the prospective version of this reason-
ing explicitly, imagining the perpetrator's vantage point on extradition and arrest:

I'm also going to put myself in the Russian mindset and say, man, if you're going to 
extradite one of our people… to a court in Alexandria, try him for two years and then 
sentence him to, like 20 years in prison, guess what? We're going to take an American. 
And, we'll just let you guess who's going to be the bargaining position or the bargain-
ing chip on the other side. It's so predictable. But I will say that I think in the Russian 
mind, Venezuelan mind, the Iranian mind, the Chinese mind… There's almost like 
a list of the things [the U.S. government] can do and can't do, that will eventually 
result in an American citizen being taken.31

Reading the counterpart's moral framework, in other words, is what allows a negotiator to 
anticipate which actions will be construed as provocation, and thus to recognize when a given 
concession would be read as settling a score versus rewarding a seizure. Moral perspective-
taking helps negotiators avoid morally offensive framing and present concessions in terms the 
perpetrator can accept as legitimate.

Engaging in this moral framework also shapes how negotiators structure the deal itself. 
Perpetrators' insistence on criteria like parity and symmetry, which a negotiator might other-
wise dismiss as obstruction or value-claiming, becomes legible as a fairness claim about restor-
ing balance. A senior official described a perpetrator-state's negotiator rejecting fully adequate 
offers because the form of the exchange did not satisfy this criterion: even “fully fledged of-
fers” failed until the trade was reconfigured. The same official noted that American negotia-
tors learned to work within the perpetrator-state negotiator's fairness frame, acknowledging 
“parity” even where the exchange was “functionally asymmetrical,” as in swapping convicted 
criminals for an innocent American.32

The same accommodation for the perpetrator's moral perspective can extend even to termi-
nology and personnel. As one senior official described, they must consider the “face-saving 
element” crucial to perpetrator states' legitimacy narratives. The U.S. government intention-
ally keeps some cases quiet, even as they resolve them; deeming an American as “wrongfully 
detained” might “complicate the next case.”33 Similarly, a lawyer and advocate for hostage 
cases recounted being sent to facilitate a recovery in place of “the appropriate person, Roger,” 
because Ambassador Carstens “had the word ‘hostage’ in his name”—a title that named the 
very framing that perpetrators' legitimacy narratives are built to deny.34 Reading that the 

 30Interview with Jason Rezaian, April 3, 2024.
 31Interview with Roger Carstens, March 7, 2025.
 32Interview with senior official, November 19, 2024.
 33Interview with senior official, January 27, 2023.
 34Interview with Ryan Fayhee, November 18, 2024.
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“hostage” label wounds the counterpart's self-understanding as a lawful (and aggrieved) state, 
in other words, can shape even who is sent to the negotiating table.

DISCUSSION

Taken together, these examples demonstrate the plausibility of our two-dimensional model of 
perspective-taking. Negotiators imagine the perspectives not only of the perpetrator but of a 
wide range of actors across the stakeholder map. They implicitly engage in different variants 
of perspective-taking, imagining their counterparts' strategies, culture, emotions, and mor-
als. They relay that engaging in perspective-taking helps them achieve their desired processes 
and outcomes. And they attribute hostage-recovery failures to the neglect of certain perspec-
tives—particularly those of intra-state actors and hostage families.

Moreover, the insights from target-state negotiators provide plausible, initial support for 
our hypotheses. They suggest that taking the perspectives of hostage families and intra-state 
actors helps build a coalition to support deals. They suggest that imagining their counterparts' 
culture helps navigate a complex negotiating process, while imagining their strategy helps an-
ticipate the counterparts' future moves. Both variants of perspective-taking keep negotiators 
cooperating at the table while working in pursuit of the deals that bring hostages home. Finally, 
target-state negotiators relay that considering perpetrators' moral framework of fairness and 
legitimacy helps them understand perpetrators' justifications for taking hostages—and thus 
what would spark the next crisis.

Although developed for hostage diplomacy, the two-dimensional model should travel to 
other negotiations that share three structural features. First, negotiations entail not a unitary 
actor but a constellation of principals, agents, and domestic constituencies—the two-level 
structure that renders multiple perspective-taking valuable. Second, the parties confront one 
another as international counterparts, often adversaries, whose intentions must be inferred 
rather than assumed. Third, the issues at hand are high-stakes and morally and culturally 
charged, so that strategic, cultural, and moral perspective-taking each does distinct interpre-
tive work. Where these conditions hold, the model offers a vocabulary for specifying whose 
perspectives a negotiator takes and what aspects of others' perspectives they infer. Some ad-
jacent phenomena fit readily: consular and dual-national detention disputes that fall short of 
outright hostage diplomacy as well as kidnapping negotiations with non-state actors, where 
the multiple and emotional dimensions transfer directly. Parts of the model, but not its en-
tirety, can apply to other cases of state-to-state bargaining, where strategic, cultural, and 
moral perspective-taking remain pertinent, but the identifiable victim and family that make 
emotional perspective-taking so consequential in hostage diplomacy have no clear analog. 
This boundary is itself informative: it marks emotional perspective-taking as the dimension 
most distinctive to negotiations organized around a particular person in jeopardy.

While we have laid out a model for perspective-taking, our proposed framework is not with-
out important limitations. Specifically, although the model suggests that the ability to take 
multiple perspectives and adeptly deploy different types of perspective-taking is ideal for nav-
igating the challenges of hostage diplomacy, it may be difficult to translate into practice. It 
is therefore important to understand the key barriers that may prevent the model from being 
effectively implemented.

First, circumstantial factors may hinder negotiators' willingness or ability to take their coun-
terparts' perspectives. For instance, one assumption of our model is that the parties involved 
recognize that their alternatives to negotiating are poor and therefore understand the need to 
reach some sort of agreement to avoid victims' indefinite detention. Yet parties sometimes fail 
to consider their alternatives, caught up in the immediate dynamics of the negotiation rather 
than in what will happen if no agreement is reached (Raiffa, 1985). Without a strong perceived 
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motivation to negotiate, emotional reactions—such as anger or moral outrage—often take 
precedence, which has been shown to reduce perspective-taking (Yip & Schweitzer, 2019) and 
to affect hostage recovery (Petersen, 2026).

Second, individual-level factors may shape whether negotiators engage in perspective-taking 
and whether perspective-taking makes them more or less effective. One relevant cognitive fac-
tor is cognitive complexity, or the ability to differentiate and integrate information, which has 
been shown to increase perspective-taking (Hale & Delia, 1976) and may strengthen its effec-
tiveness. For example, cognitively complex negotiators may be better able to engage in multiple 
perspective-taking by identifying the relevant parties to a negotiation and integrating their 
distinct interests and constraints. Differences in motivational characteristics may also matter. 
People differ in their levels of prosocial motivation, or the desire to benefit others (Grant & 
Berry, 2011), and their levels of interdependent self-construals, or the tendency to define the 
self in relation to others (Vorauer & Cameron,  2002); both have also been associated with 
perspective-taking and may shape its downstream effects. One's sense of power can also reduce 
perspective-taking, thereby limiting its potential relational benefits (Galinsky et al., 2006).

Third, the cooperative and competitive tendencies of perspective-taking may work at cross 
purposes, preventing favorable outcomes (Ku et  al.,  2015). On one hand, strategic and cul-
tural perspective-taking may promote cooperation: strategic perspective-taking can increase 
awareness of the counterpart's interests and alternatives (Galinsky et al., 2008), while cultural 
perspective-taking may help negotiators adapt to culturally appropriate practices, build trust, 
and better understand the other side's expectations (Imai & Gelfand, 2010). On the other hand, 
these forms of perspective-taking can also lead to more “value-claiming” behavior: negotiators 
who engage in strategic and cultural perspective-taking are more likely to infer competitive 
intentions in others (Epley et al., 2006; Pierce et al., 2013) and to try to take more from a nego-
tiation (Lee et al., 2013). Such risks may be particularly pronounced when parties are separated 
by substantial cultural distance—that is, when their cultural norms, customs, and behavioral 
expectations differ significantly. In such contexts, negotiators may find it difficult to accurately 
adopt the other side's perspective and instead interpret the counterpart's behavior through ste-
reotypes or negative attributions, reinforcing prior beliefs (Nickerson, 1998) or over-attributing 
counterparts' behavior to disposition rather than situational constraints (Ross, 1977). In these 
contexts, perspective-taking may reinforce misperceptions rather than correct them.

Inferring others' competitive intentions could prevent the recognition of their true 
interests. For example, a target-state negotiator attempting to take the perspective of a 
perpetrator-state negotiator may interpret resistance to a proposed prisoner swap as a com-
petitive bargaining tactic, whereas the perpetrator-state negotiator may actually perceive 
the proposed exchange as unfair—that is, because the number of prisoners being exchanged 
is unequal. To adjudicate among these possibilities, negotiators may ask open-ended 
questions to better understand their counterpart's perspective (Thompson,  1990; Fisher 
et al., 2011). As past work has shown, expert negotiators are better than novices at asking 
more adept questions, seeking and integrating more information from the other side, and 
devoting greater attention to identifying common ground (Rackham & Carlisle, 1978). As 
such, we suspect that skilled negotiators may be able to sequence and balance these im-
pulses, using perspective-taking to stay at the table without losing sight of their goal of 
securing the best possible deal. Future research should examine when strategic and cultural 
perspective-taking promote cooperation, when they promote value claiming, and how ne-
gotiators manage the tension between the two.

Finally, perspective-taking can be limited by simple failures of imagination. Attempts to 
understand another party's perspective do not always result in accurate inferences. Although 
there is a large body of empirical work demonstrating the positive effects of perspective-taking, 
invitations to perspective-take have yielded inconsistently accurate results (Eyal et al., 2018). 
Some scholars have suggested that perspective-getting is more effective than simply imagining 
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others' perspectives (Eyal et  al.,  2018; Kalla & Broockman,  2023). Perspective-getting, they 
argue, allows individuals to ask questions, listen, observe, or collect data about others' actual 
feelings and thoughts, rather than relying on assumptions or intuition. In such situations, com-
bining perspective-taking with perspective-getting may be especially valuable—that is, hear-
ing directly from relevant stakeholders about their experiences and viewpoints. Indeed, 
negotiators, in attempting to take the perspective of counterparts, can rely on individuals with 
expertise in the perpetrator state's cultural norms and communication practices to provide 
context for more effective negotiation.35 Similarly, hostage negotiators may already comple-
ment emotional perspective-taking with emotional perspective-getting (Kalla & 
Broockman, 2023). Meeting with families at the lowest point in their lives, negotiators learn 
about the hostage and how the family handles their pain:

Wherever there's a family of an American who's been held hostage or detained, we 
go see them. We usually spend on average about 3 to 4 hours in their living room. 
We explain [what we know], and we listen to the story. We want to know more 
about the person detained, hear more about what they were like growing up, what 
they're like as an adult, and what got them into the situation that they find them-
selves in.36

We recognize that perspective-taking remains valuable, particularly in contexts where di-
rect communication is limited, as is often the case in hostage diplomacy. However, we also see 
the importance of gaining direct access to true perspectives. Future research could examine 
these two constructs together, clarify their distinctions, and explore how they might jointly 
inform work on hostage diplomacy and security.

CONCLUSION

In this theory-building article, we introduce a two-dimensional model of perspective-taking. 
We posit that simultaneously taking multiple stakeholders' perspectives and employing differ-
ent variants of perspective-taking can serve as tools for target-state negotiators to address the 
fundamental challenges of hostage diplomacy. In doing so, we provide a framework for un-
derstanding how perspective-taking functions in hostage diplomacy negotiations and related 
security settings.

Drawing on insights from the contemporary U.S. hostage-recovery enterprise, we offer 
a plausibility probe to examine the utility of strategic, cultural, emotional, and moral 
perspective-taking across a constellation of stakeholders. Illustrative quotes from members 
of the U.S. hostage-recovery enterprise support the plausibility of our model. Hostage diplo-
macy negotiators take the perspectives of multiple stakeholders, implicitly distinguish among 
different forms of perspective-taking, use different types of perspective-taking with different 
actors across the stakeholder map, and see doing so as critical to the success of their process 
and outcomes.

We believe that future work can empirically test the theoretical propositions outlined above. 
One way to advance research could be to conduct additional, systematic interviews with hos-
tage negotiators, testing the expectations of our model against plausible alternatives. Using 
process tracing to examine whether hypothesized mechanisms operated as we suggest, inter-
views could explore the extent to which negotiators engage in behavior consistent with our 

 35For example, in the SPEHA office, there are country-based case officers with specific political and cultural knowledge of each of 
the perpetrator states.
 36Interview with Roger Carstens, March 7, 2025.
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perspective-taking types and explore whether—and how—doing so affects their negotiation 
process and outcomes.

Future research could also entail designing tabletop exercises or role-play simulations for 
hostage negotiators and other senior government personnel, in which researchers experimen-
tally manipulate perspective-taking inputs and observe their downstream effects in hostage 
simulations in which negotiators play multiple roles. Or, researchers could simply compare the 
performance of seasoned hostage negotiators with others in a negotiation simulation. As past 
work has shown, expert negotiators are better than novices at taking their counterparts' perspec-
tives—asking more adept questions, seeking and integrating more information from the other 
side, and devoting greater attention to identifying common ground (Rackham & Carlisle, 1978). 
Such exercises could compare the propensity for perspective-taking among senior national se-
curity officials who regularly engage in the hostage-recovery process with that of those who 
don't, assuming the former possess more perspective-taking inclinations. Exercises could also 
test how treatments priming different types of perspective-taking affect negotiation processes 
and outcomes. Such work can explore how negotiators' ability to put themselves in others' shoes 
serves as the “very particular set of skills” that brings hostages home.
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