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Executive Summary
Hostage crises can be split into two main categories: those in which the responsible party
is a non-state actor and those in which it is a state actor. Each circumstance presents unique
challenges and is best managed with different negotiation strategies. Non-state actor case studies
highlight the importance of building rapport with hostage takers and reevaluating the United
States’ current no-concessions policy. Furthermore, when multiple nations are involved in a
crisis, the United States government should use its informational and military dominance to
create a clear hierarchy between those nations to ensure a coordinated crisis response.
Prioritizing organization in multilateral cooperation in both state and non-state scenarios
minimizes miscommunication and disorganization. State actor case studies also emphasize the
importance of stronger relationships between private negotiators and the United States
government, and the impact this relationships has on more effective interactions with hostage
takers.

Background
U.S. hostages are taken at higher rates than citizens of any other western country and
American hostages are more than twice as likely to die in captivity than the average Western
hostage. Since 2001, of all western hostages killed by their captors, 45% were Americans. 1 U.S.
citizens are appealing as hostages because of the potentially high ransom payments and political
capital that stands to be gained from their kidnapping.23 Unfortunately for diplomatic corps,
terrorism is shifting to areas with civilian or conflict pressures4, which means that poor
governance in the area limits the government’s capacity to help.5 Regardless, the U.S.
government’s ability to intervene could be perceived as limited, given the United States’ strict
no-concession policy.6 Negotiations with non-state and state actors present distinct challenges.

1

Christopher Mellon, Peter Bergen, and David Sterman. “To Pay Ransom or Not to Pay Ransom?” New America,
January 2017, https://d1y8sb8igg2f8e.cloudfront.net/documents/hostage-paper-final.pdf.
2
“Information About Kidnapping & Detainment.” Hostage U.S., July 14, 2021.
https://hostageus.org/media/information-about-kidnapping/.
3
“Volume 9, Issue 11.” Combatting Terrorism Center, 2016.
https://www.ctc.usma.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/CTC-Sentinel_Vol9Iss1115.pdf.
4
Marineau, Josiah, Henry Pascoe, Alex Braithwaite, Michael Findley, and Joseph Young. “The Local Geography of
Transnational Terrorism.” Conflict Management and Peace Science, 2018.
https://journals-sagepub-com.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/doi/pdf/10.1177/0738894218789356.
5
“High-Risk Area Travelers.” U.S. Department of State, November 6, 2019.
https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/international-travel/before-you-go/travelers-with-special-considerations/hig
h-risk-travelers.html.
6
Westfall, Sammy. “How Do the U.S. and Other Countries Manage Hostage Negotiation and Ransom Payments?”
The Washington Post. WP Company, October 20, 2021.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2021/10/20/us-hostage-payments-faq-haiti/.

4

Section I: Non-State Actors
In analyzing historical negotiations with terrorists, both on behalf of the United States
and other foreign governments, two particularly salient problem areas are multilateral
cooperation and the no-concessions policy. First, in cases requiring multilateral cooperation,
recurring disorganization and miscommunication frequently complicate hostage recovery.
Secondly, although the U.S. has held firm in its stance on the no-concessions policy, outcomes
might be improved if the policy were re-evaluated. There is only ambiguous evidence that the
no-concessions policy deters further hostage-taking and there exists evidence to suggest that the
policy negatively impacts the treatment of American hostages and the likelihood of their
recovery.
Multilateral Cooperation
Cooperation between states that are targeted by terrorist organizations could be used to
apply additional pressure on hostage takers and to combine strength and resources. However, in
practice, there is evidence to suggest that this strategy can also convolute situations, suggesting
that a more established framework for delegation could expedite and clarify cooperation.
Consider the following two cases where bilateral cooperation failed:
1. Air France Flight 8969 (1994): Departing from Algiers, Air France Flight 8969 was
hijacked in 1994 by members of the Armed Islamic Group (GIA). The GIA initially
demanded the release of two leaders of an affiliate organization, however Algeria rejected
this demand. After a French hostage was killed, Algeria allowed the plane to take off for
France. In France, counter-terrorist forces (GIGN) bugged the plane while pretending to
service it. After a brief altercation, GIGN attacked, killing the four terrorists and rescuing
all hostages remaining on the plane.7
Because both the Algerian and French governments were involved in resolving
this situation, and both states wanted jurisdiction over the situation, there was significant
confusion and miscommunication. According to one French official, the Algerians
repeatedly lied to the French about the details of the crisis, thus undermining Algeria's
position as a credible partner.8 While it seems intuitive that the coordination of multiple
states would facilitate increased pressure on hostage takers, Algeria’s dishonesty and
hardline no-concession policy instead posed a danger to the French hostages, as
evidenced by the initial killing of French hostages.9 Evidently, victimized states should
not necessarily be content to allow host states to mediate conflicts, especially when this
cooperation complicates negotiations and jeopardizes the recovery mission.
7

Edgar O’Ballance. “Algerian and Other Problems,” in Islamic Fundamentalist Terrorism, 1979-95 (London:
Macmillan Press), 183-84.
8
Ibid, 184.
9
Kathryn Lambert. “Revealing the Process and Outcome of Hostage Negotiations: The Utility of Structural
Analysis,” Social Science Journal 34, no. 1 (1997): 11-20,
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0362331997900161.
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2. Dos Palmas Hostage Crisis (2001): In 2001, members of the jihadist Abu Sayyaf group
(ASG) kidnapped 20 hostages, including three Americans, from the Dos Palmas resort in
the Philippines. At least 100 hostages were taken over the course of the following year
and approximately twenty hostages were murdered prior to the crisis’ resolution. 10
The Dos Palmas incident is useful for studying potential pitfalls of international
coordinated responses to terrorist situations. During the course of the final raid, the
Filipino marines and the U.S. SEAL team struggled with each other to maintain
jurisdiction over the retrieval operation, which led to the Filipino marines decision to
independently engage in conflict with ASG. The decision to engage in combat was
sparked not by tactical need, but rather by the Filipino marines’ attempt to win the power
struggle with the SEAL team assigned to them, resulting in multiple hostage deaths.
The lack of transparency between the United States and the Filipino military
meant that they could not properly coordinate to resolve the crisis. Although the DHS is
authorized to provide “training to extend its experience in modern security policies and
procedures to foreign counterparts,” the Dos Palmas case suggests a necessary second
part to this mandate.11 The provision of training to foreign partners to combat terrorism
can indeed be beneficial. However, if the U.S. fails to delegate operations, that training is
futile. This ambiguous jurisdiction engendered resentment against the Americans and
resulted in the Filipino marines making a dangerous decision. Although this case involves
military intervention and this strategy is inadvisable in most hostage negotiations, the
implications are more far-reaching; without clear guidelines for jurisdictional hierarchy,
multilateral cooperation can become more of a hindrance than an aid in hostage recovery.
No-Concessions Policy
Although the United States maintains an official no-concessions policy, the resolution of
most hostage situations are the result of capitulations. This suggests that the no-concession
strategy only delays inevitable concessions and may contribute to increased suffering on the part
of the hostages. Consider the following cases:
1. Air France Flight 8969 (1994): The Air France case study not only exemplifies the
difficulties of ambiguous jurisdiction, but also calls no-concession policies into question.
French concessions served to improve the likelihood that a military response would
succeed: servicing the plane and allowing it to enter France maximized GIGN’s ability to
respond. A difference between costly concessions and cheap concessions is clearly
visible. Releasing terrorist affiliates may have carried large costs. But the concessions
with respect to the status of the plane were effectively cost-free because they facilitated
the military response. The French strategy in offering concessions is generally nuanced;
French concessions very rarely extend into genuine foreign policy changes, but finding
10
11

Bowden, Mark. "Manhunt," The Atlantic, March 2007, p.54 (15)
DOHS Strategic Framework for Countering Terrorism and Targeted Violence, n.d., p. 20
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niches where relatively cost-free concessions can be made is effective.12 Recognizing
where the French could make concessions without undermining their own position helped
them resolve the situation. (One note in discerning between costly and cheap
concessions: Although the release of terrorists or prisoners is often viewed as a costly
concession to make, there are hostage negotiators who actually still view this as a viable
concession. Given the U.S.’ capacity for retribution after the situation has been
handled—such as extradition warrants and military pursuits of terrorists—some
negotiators argue for concessions at any cost. This approach prioritizes the recovery of
the hostage above all else, with the knowledge that justice can be served to the
hostage-taker after the hostage has been recovered).13 Refusing to offer concessions is
unlikely to improve hostage outcomes.14 In fact, 88% of EU hostages are released, as
compared to only 25% of U.S. hostages and 33% of U.K. hostages. Given that the U.K.
also has a hardline no-concessions policy, this evidence points to the negative impact that
the no-concessions policy has on hostage recovery. This is especially true if force against
hostage-takers cannot credibly be threatened.15
2. OPEC Siege in Vienna (1975): Preceded by a decade of increasing activity by
Palestinian terrorist groups, in 1975 one such ambiguously identified group led by Carlos
the Jackal ambushed an OPEC meeting in Vienna, killing three individuals and taking
dozens of hostages. The terrorists demanded millions in ransom.
Austrian Chancellor Bruno Kreisky supported concessions in negotiating the
recovery of the hostages. In the same month, the Dutch government had refused
concessions to the South Moluccan separatist group, which resulted in several hostages
being killed. The salience of the relationship between concessions and killings was
palpable; Kreisky subscribed to the idea that a no-concession policy seldom results in
terrorist capitulation.
In negotiation, Austrian Chancellor Bruno Kreisky, among other experts, utilizes
the contrast between empathy and sympathy to build working relationships with the
hostage takers most effectively. Without sympathizing with the terrorists, it is possible,
and indeed critical, to find a way to empathize with them—in order to better understand
their motivations and develop effective strategies against them.16 Thomas Riegler
attributes Austria’s successful negotiations during the 1975 OPEC crisis to Kreisky’s
dedication to understanding the root causes of terrorism. As opposed to rigidly adhering
to hard-line policy, Kreisky’s strategies considered the circumstance’s nuances. Kreisky
12

Lawrence Wright. “Five Hostages,” New Yorker, June 24, 2015,
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/07/06/five-hostages.
13
Interview with Mickey Bergman of the Richardson Center. October 29, 2021.
14
Christopher Mellon, Peter Bergen, and David Sterman. “To Pay Ransom or Not to Pay Ransom?” New America,
January 2017, https://d1y8sb8igg2f8e.cloudfront.net/documents/hostage-paper-final.pdf.
15
Westfall, Sammy. “How do the U.S. and Other Countries Manage Hostage Negotiation and Ransom Payments?”
The Washington Post. October 20, 2021.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2021/10/20/us-hostage-payments-faq-haiti/.
16
Interview with Mickey Bergman of the Richardson Center. October 29, 2021.
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allowed the terrorists to feel like they controlled the situation when, in reality, Kreisky
understood his and the terrorists’ next steps. To resolve the 1975 OPEC crisis, Kreisky
conceded to the terrorists’ demands, including ransom. However, Kreisky prepared
retribution so that the terrorists would be held accountable. Although the retribution
failed—due to international relations issues—Kreisky’s approach of swiftly conceding
and preparing retribution proved successful. The United States already operates against
drug cartels in this way; the Federal Reserve maintains reserves for the purpose of paying
ransom, a practice that is paired with intense law enforcement efforts against those same
cartels.17 Hence, when negotiating with terrorist organizations, the United States’ focus
should center on retribution policy and successfully bringing the terrorists to justice after
the fact, rather than initial concessions.
3. Kayla Mueller (2015): When Kayla Mueller and other American aid workers and
journalists were held hostage by ISIS, the hostages’ families repeatedly questioned the
United States government’s commitment to bringing their children home. The U.S.
government held firm to its no-concession policy, leading one Syrian to question the
United States’ dedication to its hardline policies over its citizens’ wellbeing. 18
Additionally, the U.S. did not fully utilize cultural knowledge to aid in negotiations.19 A
key component to successful negotiations is empathy and the ability to understand the
motivations and thus behavioral patterns of the opposing party. In this case, capitalization
on the fact that ISIS considered Mueller to be Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi's guest could have
been used to build leverage. Although the families attempted to send videos that would
elicit sympathy from the terrorists and build cultural connections, this strategy was not
fully utilized. Muellers’ parents were reported to have had some emotional sway with the
captors, but this leverage was not fully capitalized upon. Instead, the U.S. focused on
using official negotiators, who had no such emotional leverage. By initially ignoring the
ransom demands and refusing to offer any concessions, the United States allowed ISIS to
seize control of the hostage situation. In an email sent to Kayla Mueller’s family, ISIS
states “you were given many chances to negotiate the release of your people via cash
transactions as other governments have accepted...however you proved very quickly to us
that this is NOT what you are interested in…”20 Furthermore, the U.S.’ unwillingness to
engage and its global silence allowed ISIS to dominate the narrative and dehumanize the
hostages.21 As a whole, the terrorist organization increased violent acts once negotiations
stalled. This ultimately increased their publicity in the Western world, which is counter to
17

Lawrence Wright. “Five Hostages,” New Yorker, June 24, 2015,
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/07/06/five-hostages.
18
Ibid.
19
Meek, James G, Megan Christie, Brian Ross, and Brian Epstein. “Emails Show ISIS Appeared Eager to Release
Kayla Mueller for Ransom, Expert Says.” ABC News. ABC News Network, August 29, 2016.
https://abcnews.go.com/International/emails-show-isis-appeared-eager-release-kayla-mueller/story?id=41525685.
20
Lawrence Wright. “Five Hostages,” New Yorker, June 24, 2015,
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/07/06/five-hostages.
21
Ibid.
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the objective of the no-concessions policy, and unnecessarily increased violent
interactions during and after the crisis.
Recommendations
Managing Multinational Coalitions
The United States should not be content to allow host states to manage crises regarding
its own citizens, especially where it is in a position to simplify the crisis or pursue a more
effective recovery strategy. In cases where the states attempting to free hostages did not act
jointly, they experienced the worst outcomes—on Air France 8969, hostages were killed during
tensions between France and Algeria; in Dos Palmas, US-Philippine power struggles led to a
botched rescue attempt; and following the OPEC crisis, the attackers were not quickly extradited
for trial. Specifically, where the hostages’ governments relied on the policies of the states in
which the terrorists were located, their responses were negatively impacted, even when the host
states’ efforts were good-faith attempts to aid the hostages. However, host states may be
non-cooperative or even serve as a “safe haven for the hostage takers.”22 In these situations, the
host government can deeply undermine hostage recovery attempts. The United States is the
global hegemon—it should be prepared to pressure host governments and other involved parties
to follow its lead with respect to crisis resolutions. This pressure can include incentives such as
offers of economic and military aid or even subjectively valuable measures such as White House
visits and public recognition of its partners. Punitively, the United States can credibly threaten to
impose economic sanctions on and reduce economic and military aid to non-cooperative host
states.
The US should also leverage its information-gathering capabilities to create a hierarchy
for hostage situation responses. A significant information asymmetry exists between terrorists
and nations because terrorists have access to public records and information about nations but it
is often difficult for nations to track terrorists.23 This means that nations who possess information
about terrorists can use that information to accrue influence. When a monopoly of information
exists, nations without it are likely to comply with the decisions made by those with the most
access to it, creating a hierarchy.24 This hierarchy of information exists in negotiation where one
actor takes responsibility for delegating intel and responsive strategies to other states.
Information is particularly important in engaging in hostage negotiations because intel on
terrorist incentives25, current destructive capabilities, security issues, and other relevant concerns
22

Kathryn Lambert. “Revealing the Process and Outcome of Hostage Negotiations: The Utility of Structural
Analysis,” Social Science Journal 34, no. 1 (1997): 11-20,
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0362331997900161.
23
Todd Sandler. “Collective Versus Unilateral Responses to Terrorism.” Public Choice 124, no. 1/2 (2005).
https://www.jstor.org/stable/30026704.
24
“The Political Consequences of Hierarchy.” Hoover Press. Accessed November 13, 2021.
https://www.hoover.org/sites/default/files/uploads/documents/9780817947422_47.pdf.
25
Thomas Koulopoulos. “How to Negotiate Using The FBI's 5-Step Hostage Strategy.” Inc.com. Inc., June 13, 2017.
https://www.inc.com/thomas-koulopoulos/how-to-negotiate-using-the-fbis-5-step-hostage-strategy.html.
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can all be used as leverage in negotiations. Having access to this information helps solidify the
hierarchy of control, and because the United States has one of the largest intelligence-gathering
capacities in the world, it can use this information to remain in control of the joint response and
assure its lead in the crisis response.
This leadership can be effectuated through a clear informational framework between the
United States’ international partners. During the Dos Palmas incident, the United States did not
convene a task force composed of key civil and military advisors and their Filipino counterparts
to ensure frequent communication about each state’s accumulated intelligence and proposed
crisis resolution strategies. Such a task force could have facilitated a more coordinated and
effective response. This strategy does pose some security flaws when other involved states are
untrustworthy partners. However, if those states’ citizens are also held hostage, as was the case
in Dos Palmas, this presents minimal concern as protecting the hostages provides heavy
incentives to cooperate. In addition, the reward and punishment system previously advised
provides strong incentives for states to remain cooperative.
The benefits of organized multilateral cooperation extend beyond the length of the crisis
itself. In order for terrorists involved in an international hostage incident to be punished under
the law, one nation must generally take the lead in capturing, trying, and imprisoning them. Had
Chancellor Kreisky led the retribution process and rallied the support of other involved
states—which an established jurisdiction framework would have simplified—he could have
employed a unified, more successful strategy to pressure Algeria and extridite the terrorists
within a reasonable timeframe. In general, then, American attempts to marshal multilateral
efforts to resolve hostage crises must first identify (and coerce, if necessary) parties that would
be useful partners. It should then utilize its hegemonic military and intelligence capabilities to
incentivize those partners to follow its lead with respect to the specific recovery strategy.
A New Perspective on No-Concessions
No-concessions policies are not without their defenders. The main argument in favor is
that granting concessions incentivizes additional hostage-taking; from 2001-2013, terrorist
success in negotiation may have “encouraged 64% to 87% more kidnappings.”26 Supporters of
this argument also tend to explain countervailing evidence by pointing out the wide gaps in the
present execution of the policy. For instance, private insurance allows terrorists to extract ransom
regardless of government action, undermining American policy, 27 as do foreign concessionary
states.28 In this line of argument, the no-concessions policy ought to be intensified and extended
for greatest effect. Holding hostages is also a costly endeavor for non-state groups; if they die,
26

Patrick T. Brandt, Justin George, and Todd Sandler. “Why Concessions Should not be Made to Terrorist
Kidnappers,” European Journal of Political Economy 44 (2016): 41,
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0176268016300143.
27
Meadow Clendenin. “No Concessions with No Teeth: How Kidnap and Ransom Insurers and Insureds are
Undermining US Counterterrorism Policy,” Emory Law Journal 56 (2006): 741,
https://heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein.journals/emlj56&div=26&id=&page=.
28
Brian Michael Jenkins. “Combatting Terrorism: Some Policy Implications,” RAND Corporation, August 1981,
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA511839.pdf.
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leverage over the targeted state disappears. If the United States refuses to offer concessions,
these costs should induce terrorists to unilaterally release hostages. This was one of the key
explanations for the release of American Reverend Lawrence Jenco from Lebanon in 1986 in the
absence of American action with respect to his situation. 29 In other cases, punitive tactics like
economic pressures can facilitate hostage releases without concessions. This appeared to be the
case with respect to other hostages involved in the Lebanon crisis, where Iran responded to
international pressure by pushing the hostage-takers to release their captives.30 Advocates of the
no-concessions policy argue that these policies together empower the United States to recover
hostages without needing to grant dangerous concessions.
Despite these claims, the United States should de facto abandon its no-concessions policy
with respect to non-state hostage takers. It should instead seek maximum flexibility during
hostage negotiations.31 Even if there is truth to the argument for no-concessions that the policy
would be effective were it to be more universally adopted, the U.S. does not have a viable plan to
make that a reality. Instead, the no-concessions policy currently tends to increase hostage
fatalities.3233 Alternatives such as military intervention as a rescue method are appealing, as
military force theoretically combines hostage recovery with punishment of terrorist groups, but
hostages have died in 20 percent of rescue attempts.34 As a result, military intervention may not
result in the most positive outcomes. Neither is inactivity a viable solution; while hostages may
occasionally be released when non-state groups decide they are an inefficient way to achieve
their aims, the present and prolonged captivity of many Americans shows this is a broadly
unrealistic expectation. Additionally, terrorists use hostages to generate valuable publicity
whether or not concessions are offered.35 Finally, although terrorist credibility should be
questioned after concessions have been made, policy changes can generally be reversed if
terrorists do not release the hostages. Third parties can help resolve this problem by effectuating
an agreement after its conclusion, such as the Qatari government’s role in the prisoner exchange
for Bowe Bergdahl.36

29

Bernard Gwertzman. “U.S. Vows it Won’t Make Concessions Over Hostages,” New York Times, July 28, 1986,
https://www.nytimes.com/1986/07/28/world/us-vows-it-won-t-make-concessions-over-hostages.html?searchResultP
osition=8.
30
Elaine Sciolino. “The World; For Now, Anyway, Taking Hostages Just Doesn’t Pay,” New York Times, November
24, 1991,
https://www.nytimes.com/1991/11/24/weekinreview/the-world-for-now-anyway-taking-hostages-just-doesn-t-pay.ht
ml?searchResultPosition=1.
31
Interview with Mickey Bergman of the Richardson Center. October 29, 2021.
32
Brian Jenkins, Janera Johnson, and David Ronfeldt. “Numbered Lives: Some Statistical Observations from 77
International Hostage Incidents,” RAND Corporation, July 1977, https://www.rand.org/pubs/papers/P5905.html.
33
Christopher Mellon, Peter Bergen, and David Sterman. “To Pay Ransom or Not to Pay Ransom?” New America,
January 2017, https://d1y8sb8igg2f8e.cloudfront.net/documents/hostage-paper-final.pdf.
34
Ibid.
35
Rodney Hyatt. “Granting Concessions and Paying Ransoms to Terrorists,” Naval Postgraduate School, June 2016,
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/AD1026657.pdf.
36
Lawrence Wright. “Five Hostages,” New Yorker, June 24, 2015,
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/07/06/five-hostages.
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Terrorist demands often include assurances of personal safety, prisoner releases, ransom
payments, and policy changes like military withdrawal from the terrorists’ homeland. These
concessions have often been rejected because the United States does not wish to assist terrorism
in these ways. However, the Air France case study shows that small concessions (like servicing
the plane) can actually assist in more effective military responses. Humanitarian assistance in
territories controlled by the non-state groups can also be offered, whether directly or through
partnered NGOs—an effectively a cost-free concession as it pertains to foreign policy and
countering terrorism. Additionally, assurances of personal safety for the captors can be offered
and reneged upon and prisoners can be recaptured upon release; more broadly, the negative
effects of many concessions can be minimized post-recovery using military and legal action to
punish the hostage takers.37 This is a particularly appealing strategy given that targeted military
action against former hostage takers and the destruction of terrorist networks are the main
deterrent factor against future hostage-taking, rather than the denial of concessions.38 This was
seen recently: increased counter-terrorist operations from 2015 onwards were connected with a
decrease in the taking of American hostages. 39 Having granted concessions to resolve a crisis, the
United States should ensure it takes retribution against terrorists strongly enough that they see
that the costs of taking hostages outweigh the value of the concessions they extract. This requires
understanding the motivations of the actors involved. Therefore, during negotiations, the United
States should aggregate all available information about each actor, including their emotional
vulnerabilities. This allows negotiators to empathize with the captors in such a way that the
hostage takers believe that the negotiator sympathizes with their cause, improving the likelihood
of successful agreements. Subsequently, this information can be also used to identify the most
effective forms of retribution.40 These retributive tactics can include the aforementioned military
attacks upon terrorist networks. They can also include freezing their accounts, pursuing
indictments against them, and issuing extradition orders on all individuals involved (as well as,
for economic punishments, familial networks).41
When building empathy with the hostage takers fails, as in the Kayla Mueller case study,
hostage takers often become increasingly threatening to hostages. In these cases, the United
States should quickly make concessions rather than attempt to extend negotiations. Although the
no-concessions policy attempts to reduce funding for terrorism, the policy ultimately exerts a
negative externality in which the publicity of kidnapping drives terrorist recruitment.
Consequently, ISIS and related groups often find kidnappings more valuable than ransom
payments.42 Large audiences for terrorism develop the greater leverage needed for the group to
37

Interview with Mickey Bergman of the Richardson Center. October 29, 2021.
Brian Jenkins, Janera Johnson, and David Ronfeldt. “Numbered Lives: Some Statistical Observations from 77
International Hostage Incidents,” RAND Corporation, July 1977, https://www.rand.org/pubs/papers/P5905.html.
39
Kate Woodsome, Jason Rezaian, and Ray Whitehouse. “Opinion: More Countries are Taking Americans Hostage.
The U.S. is Losing its Ability to Stop It,” Washington Post, November 8, 2021,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/interactive/2021/hostage-taking-americans-foreign-governments/.
40
Interview with Mickey Bergman of the Richardson Center. October 29, 2021.
41
Ibid.
42
Christopher Mellon, Peter Bergen, and David Sterman. “To Pay Ransom or Not to Pay Ransom?” New America,
January 2017, https://d1y8sb8igg2f8e.cloudfront.net/documents/hostage-paper-final.pdf.
38
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influence political changes.43 However, the kidnapping’s global impact can be impeded by
conceding earlier in a hostage crisis. Within a month of several heavily publicised executions,
ISIS’s actions were able to reach 94 percent of Americans. 44 This cannot happen when hostages
are recovered safely, because without this level of publicity, the kidnapping’s impact is lost.45
When a hostage is killed, inspiring future terrorism, the cost of their death propagates beyond the
individual and is even costlier than many potential concessions.
Retaliation
A wider number of options to discourage future hostage-taking become available after the
hostage recovery. The mostly immediate response is military action against the captor
organization. For example, if a successful hostage recovery required a prisoner swap, then
immediate military action can re-secure these prisoners and prevent hostile actors from regaining
the ability to operate against future US interests. Diplomatic options are available as well,
including sanctions, tariffs, taxes—or other financial penalties on the organization or
governments that aided them—and diplomatic restriction. Economic retaliation against a host
state will discourage that state from aiding terrorist organizations in the future and will send the
message to other states that would possibly aid terrorist groups in the future that they will be met
with harsh punishments from the United States. Admittedly, excessively stringent measures
might have the unintended effect of engendering further bitterness against the United States
which could in turn inadvertently encourage terrorist activity. Therefore, measures like sanctions
that target the host state, rather than forceful retaliation against the terrorist group itself, have to
be carefully employed. Sanctions specifically can be problematic if enacted against authoritarian
regimes that are indifferent to the suffering of their own citizens because the sanctions’
consequences will be borne by civilians, without significantly changing the behavior of the
government—as happened in Iraq under Hussein.
Retaliatory measures become substantially more effective when working with the
international community at large. For example, recapturing released prisoners and enacting
retaliatory economic measures against host states are both aided by international cooperation.
That being said, the retaliation options must be used judiciously to prevent inadvertently
advancing the interests of hostile organizations. However, consistent retaliation after hostages
have been safely returned establishes a strong deterrent against further hostages being taken in
the future. Furthermore, this type of policy will not only have a strong deterrent effect, but also
does not impede hostage recovery in the same way that the current no-concessions policy does.
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Section II: State Actors
Although hostage diplomacy is not a new practice in international affairs, the U.S. and other
foreign governments still struggle to handle wrongful detentions because of the complications
that arise as a result of negotiating within broader bilateral dynamics. Disentangling the hostage
negotiation from those broader bilateral ties is a convoluted process, as any official discussions
between states will necessarily invoke official policy towards one another and other competing
economic, political, or military interests.
International Pressure
The arrest of Huawei CFO Meng Wanzhou in Vancouver in 2018, as a result of a warrant issued
by the United States prompted the detainment of Canadians Michael Kovrig and Michael Spavor
in China. Their detainment was clearly on the basis of spurious charges, serving to retaliate
against the arrest of Meng and force Canada to release her.46
Although Meng was eventually released in exchange for the two Michaels in 2021, this
was by no means a success for China.47 This incident weakened China’s international reputation
and may dissuade Western businesspeople and consultants from continuing to do work in
China.48 Beijing miscalculated the global response to the Michaels’ detention; there was an
outpouring of support for the Michaels and Beijing was widely condemned.49 This case study
and China’s ultimate suffering illustrates the importance of utilizing the media to publicize a
state’s wrongdoings, exert diplomatic pressure, and dictate the narrative of the situation because
the Chinese government did not expect the situation to garner so much international attention.
Culturally Sensitive Bargaining
In Chinese state media, Meng’s detainment was portrayed as an example of Western hypocrisy
surrounding the rule of law. Chinese media also suggested that Kovrig and Spavor were only
released for “medical reasons” after having confessed their guilt.50 While this narrative may not
convince international audiences, it may have been effective at galvanizing further opposition
among Chinese citizens to Western governments and systems of democracy. Thus, Western
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nations face the challenge of preventing hostage diplomacy from being used as a tool for
domestic political gains. On the other hand, domestic incentives may help resolve hostage
negotiations, if leveraged effectively.
China may view releasing hostages as a capitulation to the West; thus, negotiators should
craft resolutions that allow both parties to maintain political dignity.51 In Meng’s case, the
Chinese government was willing to release the Michaels because it had reached an agreement
that the regime felt could be justified to its people. While this justification may be misleading,
China’s willingness to release the Canadian hostages may have depended on its ability to
convince its population that it received a better outcome.52 Therefore, by considering and
catering to the domestic political incentives of hostage-taking nations, Western countries may
extract significant concessions from hostage takers. Even in scenarios that are not directly
detainee exchanges and the hostage-taker is making other demands, U.S. negotiation strategy can
be improved by understanding and leveraging the nation’s internal politics. For example, if an
incumbent political candidate’s main opposition is running on a platform that the incumbent
unsatisfactorily maintains economically lucrative trade relationships, then sanctions and tariffs
from the U.S. will likely be highly effective in catalyzing a lessening of demands.
Recommendations
The central difficulty with resolving wrongful detentions by way of making concessions to the
state is the concern that they will incentivize further hostage taking in the future. These
recommendations thus exhort the U.S. to both better understand the international and domestic
interests of states in order to craft nuanced solutions to respond to the specific circumstances of
each wrongful detention.
Crafting Concessions that Disincentivize Hostage Diplomacy
The U.S. should consider the international geopolitical incentives of all actors affected by
hostage diplomacy. Hostage situations involving state actors are complex and should not be
thought of as simply bilateral disagreements. The Meng incident, for instance, was not just a
dispute between Canada and China but had implications on Iran’s nuclear program, the 5G race
between Huawei and Western telecommunications companies, and U.S.-China trade relations.
Recognizing that broad geopolitical, economic, technological, and military trends are at play
within hostage disputes may make negotiation seem unwieldy, but it allows the U.S. to ‘expand
the pie’: to incorporate other forms of leverage into the negotiations. The hostages and the
concessions explicitly or implicitly proposed by the other state are not the only bargaining
components that can be leveraged by either side; because hostage diplomacy intertwines with
many international political issues, the U.S. can pull a variety of levers. These levers can both
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increase pressure on the other country to make concessions (e.g. imposing sanctions) or serve as
concessions themselves (e.g. reaching a trade agreement with the other country).53
Armed with a more comprehensive understanding of a crisis’s geopolitical environment,
the United States government can offer concessions designed to decrease the likelihood of future
hostage-taking. The U.S. should offer concessions that both meet the interests of the other state,
as well as improve the relationship between the two nations. For instance, Cuba’s 2014 release of
American hostage Alan Gross coincided with the U.S. relaxing sanctions on Cuba. Although the
U.S. also released Cuban intelligence officials convicted of espionage as part of a prisoner swap,
the concession by the U.S. to reduce sanctions both met the interests of Cuba while also
improving the relationship between the two countries.54 In the years following the release of
Gross, the Obama administration removed Cuba from the U.S.’s list of state sponsors of
terrorism and reopened its Havana embassy. As a result of these stronger relations, the
probability of further American hostage-taking from Cuba decreased, and there has not been
another significant hostage crisis, though U.S.-Cuba relations deteriorated under the Trump
administration.55 Even though Cuba’s hostage diplomacy ultimately received its demands, this
concession did not incentivize similar behavior from Cuba in the future due to the mutually
beneficial nature of the American concessions.
Addressing the Domestic Pressures of Hostage-Taking States
Hostage incidents can often be just as important for countries domestically as internationally.
China was able to use Meng’s imprisonment to galvanize opposition to Western forms of
democracy and governance among the Chinese population. Hostages can be used as domestic
propaganda to show the strength of the government and its opposition to the West.56 Thus, even
if there are no prospects of extracting concessions from the U.S., a state might indefinitely keep a
hostage because releasing the hostage without receiving any concessions would be a domestic
embarrassment.
With a better understanding of the domestic pressures facing hostage-taking states, the
U.S. should create “yesable” agreements—those which are deliberately crafted so that it is
politically feasible domestically for the state to agree. The BATNA, or best alternative to a
negotiated agreement, for hostage-taking nations is usually to do nothing and keep the hostage
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indefinitely.57 Even if the U.S. has shown it is unwilling to offer the concessions the state
requested and if holding the hostage is damaging the country’s international reputation, the
country may not want to lose face domestically. Therefore, the U.S. should craft concessions that
allow a country to spin the narrative of the agreement for their domestic audience. In the case of
Meng, the Chinese government was willing to release the Michaels because the United States
had reached an agreement that the CCP felt it could justify to its people. While this
justification—that the Michaels were released for “medical reasons”—is spurious, China’s
ability to argue that it had in fact “won” this altercation with the West may have been a necessary
precondition for them to release the Canadian hostages. Therefore, by addressing the domestic
political incentives of hostage-taking nations, Western countries may be able to extract
significant concessions from the hostage taker and reach a one-sided resolution. In cases where
negotiations have become protracted and reached a stalemate, concealing the agreement in a
veneer of ambiguity (e.g. denying that the release of Meng and the Michaels was linked) will
allow the hostage taker to save face while simultaneously permitting the hostage to go free
without serious concessions.
Utilization of NGOs and Preventative Strategies
For state and non-state hostage situations alike, it may be beneficial to increase efforts to
promote prevention and to support actors who make headway in negotiations. In many
negotiations, private actors and NGOs have demonstrated greater success than the government in
transitioning hostage crises into humanitarian discussions rather than political qualms. In such
situations, it may benefit the United States to equip and support these beneficial actors to
improve negotiation outcomes. Shutting down these actors may directly prevent the safe return
of hostages and deteriorate otherwise positive negotiations. Political pressure can be placed on
states and organizations after American hostages have been safely retrieved. Until that time,
acting on all available measures helps ensure hostages return quickly and in good health.
Utilizing NGO resources, by means of friendlier relations between NGOs and SPEHA,
rather than directly opposing their efforts as has happened in the past, may positively influence
hostage outcomes. The absence of ties between NGOs and government enable them to separate
themselves from broader bilateral issues and negotiate in a vacuum. Clearly then, there can be no
official partnerships between NGOs and the State department, however, there could be de facto
backchannels and amiable relations between private and public hostage negotiators. If an NGO is
making headway where the State department is stalling, hostage recovery could be expedited if
the State unofficially supported the NGO, either by way of information sharing or sharing of
resources.
NGOs may also help the United States leverage public opinion. Public opinion and
international publicity can positively impact the likelihood that a political prisoner is released.58
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NGOs already have pipelines that they use to advocate for their cause. Their lack of broader
political concerns can also enable them to start media campaigns sooner and with more vigilance
than the government.
Moreover, in addition to more stringent requirements to travel to flagged countries, other
preventative strategies such as detention-prevention training and education on best practices
while detained can be implemented. Such measures may help prevent individuals from being
taken at all, as well as reduce harm and improve outcomes for hostages. This training could be
required on the basis of whether or not an American is traveling to a state on the aforementioned
travel advisory list.
Sanctions and Economic Pressure
Symbolic actions, such as sanctions that are tied to a list of demands that are unrealistic
to expect actually being met, tend not to help advance the United States’ interests and thus
should be avoided as a strategy.59 Instead, the U.S. should more strategically threaten economic
sanctions. The more foreign aid the United States gives a country, the more effective threats of
sanctions will be.60 Therefore, in states like Turkey and North Korea, where U.S. foreign aid is
low, threatening sanctions will not have a large effect. However, in instances where countries
heavily rely on foreign aid or investment, sanctions and/or asset freezes can be highly effective.
For example, the asset freeze in Iran during the Iranian Hostage Crisis was deployed at a
strategically advantageous moment because the revolution’s aftermath left Iran’s finances in
shambles. In turn, this magnified the effects of the foreign asset freeze.
Necessity of Legal Clarity in Foreign Affairs [Supported Measure]
As much as Beijing suffered from its miscalculation in the detention of the Michaels, the U.S.
was not infallible. Although the U.S. handled the situation well after the hostages had been
taken, it could have avoided the initial escalation by more thoughtfully considering the
ramifications of Meng’s initial extradition warrant. At the least, the U.S. should consider how
China and other state actors will react before making potential geopolitically controversial legal
decisions; especially when these decisions could jeopardize U.S. relations with an ally (e.g.
Canada).

Conclusion
As one of the foremost targets of hostage-related incidents, the U.S. has a vested interest in
establishing a clear and effective framework to recover hostages.
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This paper outlines several actionable recommendations that the United States can
undertake to further refine its hostage negotiation policy. The recommendations regarding
non-state actors advocate for two core ideas: more effectively managing multilateral cooperation
and a de facto reevaluation of the no-concession policy. Although cooperation among states may
reap immense benefits, it can often hinder hostage negotiations. In both the Air France Flight
8969 and Dos Palmas case studies, multilateral cooperation led to miscommunication and
delayed or botched rescue efforts. When working with other nations, the U.S. would benefit from
establishing transparent informational pipelines. These pathways will ensure that other nations
are acting in accordance with the same intel as the U.S. Furthermore, because of the ambiguous
relationship between concessions and incentivization of increased hostage-taking in combination
with the pattern of American negotiations being prolonged because of the no-concessions policy,
the United States might benefit from relaxing this policy de facto. Active military and legal
retribution can and should be pursued after concessions are made and the crisis is resolved to
reverse the concessions’ effects as greatly as possible.
Recommendations regarding wrongful detentions by state actors grapple with the
concepts of international coordination and publicity, the influence of domestic political culture,
and the possibility of utilizing NGOs to a greater degree to improve negotiation outcomes. As
evident in the Michaels’ case, international attention and pressure can positively influence
outcomes. Furthermore, this case demonstrates the importance of understanding a state’s
domestic political culture in order to craft agreements that will be politically feasible for that
government. Knowledge of and empathy with an opposing actor is critical to understanding their
motivations and building leverage against them. Lastly, NGOs possess invaluable resources and
an ability to isolate the hostage negotiation from other bilateral policy issues that often bog down
negotiations between two state actors. This presents an opportunity for the United States
government to support NGOs, as opposed to shutting down their operations and claiming
jurisdiction over every negotiation.
In sum, the U.S. can improve its strategy for hostage recovery by pursuing enhanced
flexibility during negotiations, comprehensive understanding of hostage takers’ motivations for
the purpose of rapport and leveraging, and a clarity of frameworks as they relate to multilateral
cooperation.
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