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Abstract
With the advent of modern communication media over the last decades, such as 
email, video conferencing, or instant messaging, a plethora of research has emerged 
that analyzes the association between communication media and negotiation pro-
cesses and outcomes. In this paper, the author systematically reviews theoretical 
vantage points on communication media and negotiation and summarizes empirical 
findings from the last six decades. Specifically, the author focuses on three different 
strategic communication theories and four social psychological theoretical perspec-
tives that found traction in negotiation research. Subsequently, empirical evidence 
on communication media and negotiation is presented, derived from an extensive 
literature search of relevant peer-reviewed articles. The author analyzes effects of 
communication media on the negotiation process (descriptive process parameters, 
economic reference points, negotiation behavior/tactics, individual perceptual and 
affective process variables) as well as economic (agreement, individual profit, joint 
profit, dispersion of profits) and socio-emotional (satisfaction, trust, socio-emotional 
evaluation of the self and the opponent) outcomes. The discussion takes stock of 
the current state of research and persisting research gaps, before focusing on some 
recent developments, and proposing future research avenues.

Keywords Communication media · Negotiation process · Negotiation outcome · 
Media effects

1 Introduction

When US president Donald Trump left the 2019 G20 summit in Japan for a bilateral 
visit to South Korea, he tweeted on June 29: “After some very important meetings, 
including my meeting with President Xi of China, I will be leaving Japan for South 
Korea (with President Moon). While there, if Chairman Kim of North Korea sees 
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this, I would meet him at the Border/DMZ just to shake his hand and say Hello(?)!” 
Indeed, North Korea’s ruler Kim Jong Un replied favorably to this message, and 
eventually Trump became the first US president to set foot on North Korean soil 
on June 30th 2019. While this visit to North Korea may have been little less than 
a much commented event on TV around the globe that day without much further 
movement towards some sort of agreement between the US and North Korea, the 
US president’s choice and use of a certain communication medium, Twitter, in a 
negotiation situation may be remembered as a hallmark in the way negotiators use 
media in present days.

Starting in the late 1960s, negotiation researchers have begun to analyze poten-
tial influences of the communication medium in negotiation (Morley and Stephen-
son 1969; Smith 1969), but they certainly could not have imagined medium use as 
deployed by US president Trump in 2019. In fact, probably few other boundary con-
ditions of negotiations have changed and evolved as much as the communication 
medium over the last six decades, mirrored in respective research activities (e.g., 
Croson 1999; Geiger and Parlamis 2014; Loewenstein et al. 2005; Purdy et al. 2000; 
Sheffield 1995; Short 1974). Starting with traditional face-to-face (FTF) and written 
communication (letters), telegraph, telephone, and telefax were added in the nine-
teenth century as available communication media, video conferencing following as 
early as the late 1920s (Angiolillo et al. 1993). With the advent of the publicly avail-
able internet in the 1990s, and one decade later with mobile internet, email, chats, 
instant messaging and social media like Twitter and Facebook seem to have largely 
changed the way people communicate and use communication media in their nego-
tiations today. With artificial intelligence growing out of infancy, a potential new 
aspect to communication media and their use in negotiation is set to arrive.

The goal of the present article is hence to take stock of the current knowledge 
on the impact of communication media in negotiation in a systematic review and 
to derive new research needs from this status quo. To this end, after exposing the 
literature search and inclusion methodology, the author first presents and discusses 
three strategic communication theoretical perspectives on the usefulness of different 
communication media in negotiation as well as four social psychological perspec-
tives that have been evoked in connection with communication media in negotiation. 
Second, the author reviews and synthesizes empirical evidence about the influence 
of communication media on negotiation processes and outcomes. In the discus-
sion section, the author summarizes the current state of research as well as persist-
ing research gaps, exposes recent developments, and suggests avenues for future 
research.

2  Methodology

To locate research dealing with the communication medium in negotiation, an exten-
sive literature search was performed, ending in mid-2019. Search terms such as “com-
munication medium” AND negotiation OR bargaining, e-negotiation, “face-to-face” 
served as identifiers for potentially relevant work. The search included the follow-
ing databases: Business Source Premier (through EBSCO), Google Scholar, Jstor, 
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PsychArticles (through EBSCO), ScienceDirect and SpringerLink. Additionally, refer-
ence lists of four meta-analyses dealing with various, specific aspects of communica-
tion media in negotiation and related fields (Baltes et al. 2002; Stuhlmacher and Cit-
era 2005; Stuhlmacher et al. 2007; Swaab et al. 2012) provided additionally relevant 
articles.

Prior research was included in the review of empirical studies when it fulfilled the 
following criteria: First, it had to be an article from a peer-reviewed scholarly jour-
nal. Dissertation monographs or conference proceedings were excluded, because their 
accessibility and availability varies widely, leading to potential bias. Also, their content 
(data and theory) often features in more thoroughly worked out journal papers later, 
too. Second, the research reported in an article had to refer to negotiation. Such a focus 
excluded mediation, online dispute resolution, group decision making tasks, or interde-
pendent bargaining games. While all aforementioned topics are in one way or another 
related to negotiation, drawing a line was necessary to get to grips with the sheer num-
ber of located articles. Moreover, meta-analytical reviews already exist at least on com-
munication media in group decision making (e.g. Baltes et al. 1992; Swaab et al. 2012) 
and bargaining games (e.g. Balliet 2009). Third, the research either had to compare 
negotiation in two or more different communication media or focus on certain specifi-
cities within one communication medium, e.g. within text-based electronic communi-
cation such as email. The reported theoretical perspectives were included according to 
their development and use in empirical studies. Hence, purely theoretical perspectives 
with no empirical test do not feature in this review.

3  Theoretical Perspectives on Communication Media in Negotiation

Over the last decades, a number of theories have evolved in different academic disci-
plines that try to explain which communication medium is best suited for different com-
munication needs and situations. This article considers three strategic communication 
theories that probably had the most profound impact on negotiation research: media 
richness theory and the task/media fit hypothesis (Daft and Lengel 1986; McGrath 
and Hollingshead 1993), grounding in communication (Clark and Brennan 1991), and 
media synchronicity theory (Dennis et al. 2008). While the strategic communication 
theories focus on characteristics of media and tasks, the subsequent social-psycholog-
ical perspectives put the communicator–medium interaction center stage. Under these 
viewpoints, a medium may help or hinder certain social processes important to the 
communicators. Most widely cited are the barrier effect (Lewis and Fry 1977; Carnev-
ale et al. 1981), social presence theory (Short et al. 1976), social information process-
ing theory (Walther 1992, 1994), and the communication orientation model for nego-
tiation and group decision making (Swaab et al. 2012).
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3.1  Strategic Communication Theories

3.1.1  Media Richness Theory and the Task/Media Fit Hypothesis

Media richness theory was developed by Daft and Lengel (1984, 1986) based on 
the premise that information can be characterized as possessing different degrees of 
richness. The authors define richness as the potential information carrying-capacity 
of data (Daft and Lengel 1984) that enables a change in understanding in a given 
time interval (Daft and Lengel 1986). In turn, communication media determine the 
richness of information processed. The authors’ focus lies on communication and 
information processing within organizations, so that they restrict their theory devel-
opment to the most common communication media available for organizational 
communication at the time: face-to-face (FTF), telephone, letters, written docu-
ments, and numeric documents. Those differ in their degree of (1) feedback capa-
bility, (2) communication channels utilized, (3) source, and (4) language. Figure 1 
exhibits the different communication media, their characteristics, and their richness.

In developing their framework further, Daft and Lengel (1986) focus on media 
richness as a criterion to handle uncertainty and equivocality of decision situa-
tions. They understand uncertainty as the absence of information and conceptualize 
equivocality as ambiguity, the existence of multiple and conflicting interpretations 
of a situation, confusion, and a general lack of understanding. In sum, they propose 
that for situations with high uncertainty and low equivocality, communication media 
and procedures with low degrees of information richness are suitable, whereas for 
resolving high equivocality, rich media, such as FTF conversations or group meet-
ings, are needed.

While Daft and Lengel (1984, 1986) in their theoretical writings focus more on 
organizational design when discussing information richness and media richness, 
McGrath and Hollingshead (1993) put group decision making center stage. They 
delineate different tasks that work groups typically fulfill: Generating plans and 
ideas (generate), intellective and decision making tasks (choose), cognitive conflicts 
and mixed-motive tasks (negotiate), and performance/psycho-motor and contest/
competitive tasks (execute). The authors speculate that the different types of tasks 

Medium

Feedback

Channel

Source

Language

Face-to-face

Immediate

Visual, audio

Personal

Body, natural

Telephone

Fast

Audio

Personal

Natural

Numeric, formal

Very slow

Limited visual

Impersonal

Natural

Written, formal

Very slow

Limited visual

Impersonal

Natural

Written, personal

Slow

Limited visual

Personal

Natural

Information & media richness

Fig. 1  Media richness and media characteristics (Daft and Lengel 1984)
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require different levels of information richness to be successfully and efficiently 
fulfilled. Subsequently, they match information richness of different media—FTF, 
video systems, audio systems, computer systems, in descending order of information 
richness—to required information richness of the tasks to arrive at the task/media fit 
hypothesis: Negotiating conflicts of interest requires the highest amount of informa-
tion richness and is hence served best by FTF communication, whereas generating 
plans and ideas could be best served by computer systems, the least rich medium in 
their considerations.

As Fig. 2 shows, the task/media fit hypothesis presumes that information richness 
requirements of typical tasks in group decision making should best be matched with 
a communication medium of a corresponding level of information richness. Accord-
ing to this reasoning, negotiation is best served by FTF communication.

Media richness theory and the task/media fit hypothesis have been used as the 
theoretical basis for a number of empirical papers analyzing the influence of com-
munication media on the negotiation process and negotiation outcomes (e.g., Men-
necke et al. 2000; Purdy et al. 2000; Sheffield 1995; Suh 1999). Their specific find-
ings are discussed in Sect. 4; however, overall support for this theoretical vantage 
point has been mixed.

3.1.2  Grounding in Communication

A rather different theoretical approach to the impact of communication media on 
negotiation has been laid out in Clark and Brennan’s (1991) foundational paper 
on grounding in communication. The two psycholinguists focus on conditions 
that allow grounding, a process that leads communicators to share a common 
ground so that they can be sure that what has been said has been understood. Evi-
dence in grounding can come in the form of negative evidence—the receiver in 

Medium

Negotiating
conflicts of interest

Choosing preferred 
answer: judgment 
tasks

Choosing correct 
answer: intellective 
tasks

Generating ideas 
and plans

Face-to-face

Good fit

Marginal fit: 
info too rich

Poor fit: info
too rich

Poor fit: info
too rich

Video systems

Marginal fit: 
medium too
constrained

Good fit

Good fit

Poor fit: info too
rich

Computer systems

Good fit

Audio systems

Poor fit: medium 
too constrained

Good fit

Good fit

Marginal fit: info
too rich

Media richness

Task type

Poor fit: medium 
too constrained

Poor fit: medium 
too constrained

Marginal fit: 
medium too
constrained

Inform
ation

richness required for  task
success

Fig. 2  The task/media fit hypothesis (McGrath and Hollingshead 1993)
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communication shows s/he has not understood what was meant and the sender has to 
repeat his/her message—or in the shape of positive evidence: verbal acknowledge-
ments (often in utterances such as mm, uuh, umh, …), relevant next turns (a mes-
sage building upon what has been correctly understood), or in the form of continued 
attention. Clark and Brennan (1991) also argue that communicators act according 
to the principle of least collaborative effort: “The participants try to minimize their 
collaborative effort—the work that both do from the initiation of each contribution 
to its mutual acceptance.” (p. 136).

The authors especially focus on two conditions for grounding: purpose, i.e. what 
the communicators try to achieve in their communication, and the communication 
medium, including the techniques available in the medium to achieve the purpose, 
as well as its associated costs. With regard to the general purpose of communica-
tion, the techniques used for achieving grounding should change, e.g. whether the 
purpose of the conversation is to plan a party or to arrive at a negotiated agreement. 
The authors exemplify different techniques for the purpose to reach grounding on 
a reference object: Among others, the sender could use alternative descriptions of 
the object, indicative gestures (e.g., pointing at the object of interest), or referential 
installments, i.e. naming the object before starting to characterize it.

The most important factor determining available techniques for grounding and 
their associated cost is the communication medium. In combination with the princi-
ple of least collaborative effort to reach grounding, Clark and Brennan (1991) pro-
pose that communicators choose a medium or media that offer the most suitable 
and most cost-efficient techniques to reach grounding for a given communication 
purpose. Table 1 exhibits different media characteristics of four important media in 
negotiation that determine the success and cost of grounding for different communi-
cation purposes.

The different media and their characteristics are associated with different types 
of costs to reach grounding. In a given communication instance, communicators 
need to trade off these different costs. Some costs accrue to the sender, some to the 
receiver, and some to both.

In negotiation research, Clark and Brennan’s work on grounding and the different 
media characteristics spelt out in their article have been mainly used to differenti-
ate email and other asynchronous communication media from synchronous media, 
mainly FTF interaction. Friedman and Currall (2003) built their theoretical dispute-
exacerbating model of e-mail around those characteristics. Their model has been 
taken up in turn by Pesendorfer and Koeszegi (2006) to delineate different behav-
ioral styles in synchronous and asynchronous electronic negotiations. Other empiri-
cal research based on grounding in communication includes Cooper and Johnson 
(2014), Damian et al. (2008), Geiger (2014), Johnson and Cooper (2009a, 2009b), 
Parlamis and Geiger (2015), or Yuan et al. (2003).

3.1.3  Media Synchronicity Theory

The last communication theoretical vantage point on communication media in nego-
tiation in this review is media synchronicity theory, formulated by Dennis et  al. 
(2008). Their prime assumption is that in order to allow mutual understanding in 
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communication, two prototypical communication subprocesses are needed, convey-
ance of information and convergence on meaning. Conveyance processes entail the 
transmission of a diversity of new and relevant information so that the receiver is 
able to build or revise a mental model of the situation. In convergence processes, 
the discussion and interpretation of the communicators’ pre-processed information 
takes center stage. The goal then is to reach mutual understanding and to agree that 
mutual understanding has been reached.

Every instance of communication requires a certain amount of both subprocesses, 
conveyance and convergence. In order for those subprocesses to be successful, one 
interpersonal and one intrapersonal process need to be accomplished: Information 
transmission requires preparing, sending, and receiving the information, while infor-
mation processing is about understanding the meaning of information and integrat-
ing it into a mental model.

Media synchronicity theory then proposes that the communication subprocesses’ 
need for information transmission and information processing should be matched to 
information transmission and information processing capabilities of the communica-
tion media. Dennis et al. (2008) define media synchronicity as “the extent to which 
the capabilities of a communication medium enable individuals to achieve synchro-
nicity” (p. 581). They further propose that synchronicity “exists among individu-
als when they exhibit a shared pattern of coordinated synchronous behavior with 
a common focus” (p. 581). Convergence processes benefit from synchronicity, the 
theory’s central construct, while conveyance processes don’t.

In essence, the theory proposes that convergence processes have a greater need 
for rapid information transmission than for information processing. In order to reach 
mutual understanding, high synchronicity allows more, shorter, and simpler mes-
sages, quick back-and-forth exchanges to verify that what has been said has been 
understood. These exchanges are best supported by communication media with a 
high level of synchronicity.

The opposite is true for conveyance processes: The level of interaction between 
the communicators is lower and there is generally more time between messages. 
For conveyance to happen, the sender of a message may think hard about how to 
craft a message and the receiver can take time to decode and make sense of the new 
information conveyed. Allowing the receiver time to deliberate on the meaning of 
the new information should be more beneficial than potentially feeling pressure to 
respond quickly. Therefore, media synchronicity theory proposes that conveyance 
processes are best accomplished with lower synchronicity media.

In order to characterize media into different degrees of synchronicity, Dennis 
et al. (2008) propose to regard five characteristics, that have been partly consid-
ered in media richness theory and grounding in communication, too. Symbol sets 
expresses the amount of different ways a message can be encoded, encompassing 
channel and language from media richness theory as well as co-presence, audi-
bility, and visibility from grounding in communication. Transmission velocity 
describes the speed at which the message can be sent from sender to receiver, 
touching on the aspect of feedback in media richness theory and co-temporality of 
grounding. A great symbol set as well as high transmission velocity lead to a high 
level of media synchronicity. Rehearseability characterizes the extent to which 
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a message can be edited and fine-tuned before sending (resembling reviseability 
in grounding), and reviewability describes the receiver’s ability to reexamine or 
reprocess the message during decoding, either during communication or after the 
event has passed. The greater rehearseability and reviewability are, the lower is 
media synchronicity. Finally, parallelism defines the number of possible parallel 
transmissions of a message. Table  2 summarizes media characteristics and the 
associated level of media synchronicity of four important communication media 
in negotiation.

Beyond the central tenet of media synchronicity theory—high synchronicity 
media are better suited for convergence processes, low synchronicity media for 
conveyance processes—the authors also speculate about communicator-media 
and task-media interactions. More specifically, they propose that if communica-
tors are either familiar with the medium and a specific communication task or 
with a particular communication partner, the need for media synchronicity in 
these communication instances may be alleviated. Finally, while the original 
theory was directed to explain communication performance in conveyance and 
convergence processes, Dennis et al. (2009) subsequently also apply the theory to 
communication media choice.

Since media synchronicity theory was later proposed than media richness theory 
and grounding in communication, its application to negotiation research has been 
less frequent than the earlier media richness theory. Nevertheless, some of the more 
recent papers dealing with communication media in negotiation have taken up the 
ideas spelt out in media synchronicity theory (Arthi 2009; Calefato et  al. 2012; 
Damian et al. 2008; Geiger 2014; Geiger and Parlamis 2014; Parlamis and Geiger 
2015). Recently, Geiger and Laubert (2018) tested media synchronicity theory’s 
predictions on communication medium choice in two experimental scenario-based 
studies for which they disentangled different communication subprocesses in nego-
tiation and had them rated according to their degree of conveyance and convergence.

3.2  Social Psychological Theories

3.2.1  The Barrier Effect in Negotiation

Early works have discussed and empirically analyzed what happens in an integra-
tive negotiation when negotiators can talk to but not see each other, e.g. because 
they are separated by a visual barrier (Arunachalam and Dilla 1992, 1995; Carnev-
ale and Isen 1986; Carnevale et al. 1981; Fry 1985; Lewis and Fry 1977). This bar-
rier effect precludes negotiators from transmitting, receiving, and interpreting visual 
cues. The latter are often important in distributive, forcing negotiation tactics, when 
one negotiator not only tries to dominate the opponent verbally, but also attempts to 
“stare him/her down”. Since the barrier prevents visual cues such as gazing and star-
ing, the related verbal dominance attempts also become less pronounced. Overall, a 
visual barrier thus prevents excessive distributive negotiation behavior and should in 
turn promote more integrative outcomes (Carnevale et al. 1981).
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3.2.2  Social Presence Theory

Social presence theory (Short et  al. 1976) or the psychological distance perspec-
tive takes an opposite stand (Citera et  al. 2005; Stuhlmacher and Citera 2005). 
Under this viewpoint, other communication media than FTF lack in social presence 
or the bandwidth of various communication channels (in the words of media rich-
ness theory), the number of media characteristics (grounding in communication), 
or the broadest symbol set (media synchronicity theory). Related theoretical reason-
ing includes “reduced social cues” (Kiesler and Sproull 1992; Sproull and Kiesler 
1986) and “social impact theory” (Latané 1981). The greater this lack of media fea-
tures, the smaller becomes the social presence and the greater becomes the psycho-
logical distance between negotiators due to a number of reasons (Dorado et al. 2002; 
Kiesler et al. 1984; Morris et al. 2002; Stuhlmacher and Citera 2005):

• Lack of social context and subsequent depersonalization (e.g. Sproull and 
Kiesler 1986),

• Less social presence in terms of the proximity or tangibility of the other person 
with a subsequent lack of attention to the less socially present other (e.g. Spears 
and Lea 1994),

• Feelings of psychological distance coupled with weaker interpersonal bonds and 
less cooperation,

• Less social influence due to decreased immediacy of communication, and
• Less transmission of social emotion and rapport.

Social presence theory and the psychological distance perspective have later been 
further developed and nuanced, for example by differentiating the salience of indi-
vidual or social identities of the communicators (Social Identity/De-individuation 
(SIDE) model, Lea and Spears 1992; Spears and Lea 1994; Swaab et  al. 2012). 
However, the SIDE model’s traction in the negotiation literature has been rather 
small, with greater applicability to the group decision making realm (Swaab et al. 
2012).

In sum, social presence theory suggests that other media than FTF are less suited 
for instrumental communication in negotiation; they eventually lead to subopti-
mal negotiation processes and outcomes because a number of social-psychological 
functions of FTF communication are barred by other media. While social presence 
theory has different roots than media richness theory, when applied to negotiation, 
they come to very similar conclusions (e.g. Diermeier et al. 2008; Pesendorfer and 
Koeszegi 2006).

3.2.3  Social Information Processing Theory

Social information processing theory was developed by Walther (1992, 1994) in 
regard to findings of social interaction in FTF versus text-based computer mediated 
communication (CMC). Inferiority of CMC vs. FTF for most types of communica-
tion, proposed by media richness theory and social presence theory, did not hold true 
in a variety of empirical studies, so that theoretical extensions seemed warranted. 
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In spelling out social information processing theory, Walther (1992) assumes that 
humans have a need to affiliate when communicating, i.e., they try to build mean-
ingful and positive relationships with others (Swaab et al. 2012). In order to build 
such relationships in communication, people have to rely on the (verbal-textual, 
nonverbal) cues available in the channels of a given communication medium. They 
use these cues to transmit an impression of themselves to the other communicators 
(encoding) and to form an impression of the others (decoding). Depending on the 
number and type of available channels in a communication medium, it takes more or 
less time to develop psychological-level knowledge of the other person and in turn 
meaningful relational communication. For media devoid of some channels, such as 
CMC, it takes longer to establish meaningful relations. Over time, communicators 
adapt to the available channels and even develop electronic paralanguage to transmit 
socio-emotional cues (Griessmair and Koeszegi 2009). Moreover, even the anticipa-
tion of future interaction may suffice for CMC to establish relational communication 
quickly (Walther 1994).

Applied to media effects in negotiation, social information processing theory 
suggests that negotiators using media devoid of some of the channels available in 
FTF may just need more time to establish relational communication to attain simi-
lar results as FTF negotiators (e.g. McGinn and Keros 2002; Suh 1999; Yuan et al. 
2003), but they are not generally at a disadvantage.

3.2.4  Communication Orientation Model for Negotiation and Group Decision 
Making

The most recent theoretical development on media in negotiation (and group deci-
sion making) from a communication psychological perspective is Swaab and col-
leagues’ (2012) communication orientation model for negotiation and group deci-
sion making. Their basic assumption is that information sharing and integration are 
critical for effective social interaction, including, e.g., comprehension, problem solv-
ing, and finding common ground. They further assume that negotiators’ approach 
to information sharing and integration depends on their orientation towards nego-
tiation or group decision making. It is either cooperative, non-cooperative, or neu-
tral. Under a cooperative orientation, negotiators actively seek, share, and integrate 
information to the benefit of themselves and others. Non-cooperative negotiators, 
in contrast, only share information for their own benefit and are generally wary of 
information gained from others.

The communication orientation model then proposes that negotiator orientation 
interacts with channel attributes of the communication medium to influence infor-
mation sharing and integration and ultimately negotiation outcomes. Swaab et  al. 
(2012) differentiate three channel attributes: visual channel (y/n), vocal channel 
(y/n), and synchronicity (y/n). Under this differentiation, the availability of all three 
channels mostly benefits negotiators with an initially neutral orientation who tend 
toward cooperation or non-cooperation depending on the other negotiator’s orien-
tation. Availability of many channels (e.g. a smile, a nod, “ummh”) facilitates the 
quick establishment of rapport and trust and helps initially neutral negotiators take 
a cooperative orientation. This perspective is much in line with media richness and 
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social presence theory. For cooperative negotiators, the model predicts a limited 
or no effect of more channels. Cooperative negotiators enter negotiations primed 
to think the best of their counterpart, because they may have a shared history or 
identity. In turn, fewer channels do not pose a threat to rapport or trust develop-
ment, in line with social information processing theory (Walther 1992). Finally, for 
non-cooperative negotiators, fewer channels may actually be beneficial. When nego-
tiators are non-cooperatively predisposed, many channels have a greater chance to 
transmit cues that may give the impression to be dominated or exploited, leading 
to spirals of competitive behavior. This reasoning is in line with the barrier effect 
(Lewis and Fry 1977; Carnevale et al. 1981).

Swaab and colleagues’ (2012) model can be considered the current state of the art 
with regard to the psychology of communication media in negotiation. In develop-
ing it, they also put it to two meta-analytical tests (negotiation, group decision mak-
ing) and found broad support.

3.3  Critical Assessment of Theories

Table 3 exhibits a comparison of the different theories used to explain communi-
cation media effects in negotiation. They all share the idea of looking at different 
media characteristics to develop propositions on communication outcomes in differ-
ent media.

The communication strategic theories do this under the implicit assumption that 
communication shall be efficient (e.g. with regard to time, resources) and by focus-
ing mostly on cognitive processes of the communicators. For example, grounding 
in communication assumes least collaborative effort, the task-media fit hypothesis 
proposes an information richness fit between task and medium, and media synchro-
nicity theory tries to match communicators’ synchronicity with media synchronic-
ity. Overall, these theoretical approaches are predominantly instrumental in that they 
suggest one optimal medium or a combination of optimal media for a given commu-
nication purpose. While the earlier media richness theory does consider neither cer-
tain boundary conditions (e.g. related to the communication situation or the person) 
nor the possibility to combine media, grounding in communication remains unspe-
cific in that regard. Only the later media synchronicity theory proposes both initial 
boundary conditions (task familiarity, partner familiarity) and explicitly advocates 
a combination of communication media based on the predominant goal of the com-
munication sub-process, conveyance of information or convergence on meaning. 
The communication strategic theoretical perspectives also have in common that they 
are supposed to fit a wide range of communication instances, not only negotiation. 
Therefore, equating a certain successful negotiation outcome, e.g. joint profit, with 
a successful communication outcome according to the theories’ understanding can 
be problematic and may account for some of the contradictory findings when media 
richness theory was empirically tested.

The social-psychological theories try to explain communication task processes and 
outcomes by characteristics of the social circumstances, i.e. the social psychological 
dealings between the communicators and the socio-emotional and cognitive processes 
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within each actor. The reviewed theoretical perspectives do this either with a wide 
focus of application (social presence theory, social information processing theory) or 
with a narrow one on negotiation (barrier effect, communication orientation model). 
The younger theories (social information processing theory, communication orienta-
tion model) also seek to integrate contradictory past findings by introducing mean-
ingful boundary conditions, i.e. time available to communicators (social information 
processing theory) and negotiator orientation, reconciling the predictions of the barrier 
effect and social presence theory.

In summary, the assessment of the different theoretical perspectives shows a devel-
opment over the last decades. This includes the formulation of boundary conditions, 
which are in some instances able to reconcile formerly seemingly disparate findings. 
The social-psychological theoretical perspectives highlight the need to assess not only 
instrumental, cognitive processes, but also social psychological and socio-emotional 
ones, a benefit over the communication strategic theories. So far, however, they make 
no explicit predictions on communication media combinations, i.e. a number of media 
used consecutively or in parallel. That aspect features prominently in media synchro-
nicity theory, as does a specification of what “task” in communication can be thought 
of, namely the sub-processes of conveyance on convergence.

Looking ahead, further theoretical development needs to take into account and 
integrate at least the following four theoretical building blocks: social psychologi-
cal aspects, meaningful boundary conditions, correspondence between general com-
munication outcomes and specific negotiation processes and outcomes, and com-
munication media combinations instead of single media only. Social psychological 
aspects include, e.g., the development of trust and rapport, affective processes of 
the negotiators (Moore et  al. 1999), and the development of social relationships 
(Walther 1992). Meaningful boundary conditions could encompass communica-
tor-medium attitudes (Geiger and Parlamis 2014), negotiator incentive structures 
(Barkhi et al. 1999, 2004), or negotiation difficulty (e.g. Huang et al. 2008; Wang 
and Doong 2014). A closer elaboration of the correspondence between general com-
munication outcomes such as mutual understanding, synchronicity, or grounding 
with negotiation processes, e.g. behavior, offer patterns, and outcomes, e.g. joint 
profit, also seems warranted. For instance, if negotiators reach mutual understanding 
on positions, but not on interests, they may very well reach a communicative con-
sensus, but a suboptimal negotiation outcome. Elaboration of how the two commu-
nicative sub-processes of conveyance and convergence relate to specific negotiation 
sub-processes may be but one possible way forward (e.g. Geiger and Laubert 2018). 
Finally, future theoretical development should take into account the possibility to 
use various media in sequence and/or in parallel (e.g. Damian 2002).

4  Empirical Evidence on Communication Media Effects 
on Negotiation Process and Outcomes

Table 4 exhibits all 98 empirical studies included in the present review. As the media 
column shows, they cover a wide variety of communication media. Studies mostly 
refer to integrative negotiation and to a lesser degree to distributive negotiation as 
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well as to group (multi-party) negotiation. Also included are relevant field studies, 
studies including non-scored negotiation exercises and meta-analyses. The depend-
ent variables column shows the types of dependent variables that the studies report: 
process measures (e.g. time, behaviors, offer patterns), economic negotiation out-
comes (e.g. agreement, individual and joint profit), and socio-emotional outcomes 
(e.g. satisfaction, trust). Finally, the theories column summarizes which of the 
above-discussed media-related theories have been used in the articles.

Figures 3, 4 and 5 illustrate the evolution of research interest on communication 
media in negotiation across the decades. Overall, 25 empirical studies, detected for 
this review, have been published in the 1960s, 70s, 80s, or 90s. In the subsequent 
decade, from 2000 to 2009, this number nearly doubled with 49 empirical papers, 
with 24 following in the 2010s. Regarding the communication media included in the 
studies (see Fig. 3), FTF seemed to be the standard against which the other media 
were pitted until the millennium—21 out 25 studies contained a FTF condition. In 
the 2000s, only 26 out of 49 still contained FTF, while the same amount of stud-
ies looked at synchronous CMC, with asynchronous CMC following suit (21 stud-
ies). In the 2010s, the latter category drew the most research interest (15 out 24), 
probably because of a specific concern about email negotiation. Video and audio, in 
contrast, somehow seemed to have been of less concern to researchers, despite their 
importance in practice.  

Figures  4 and 5, displaying dependent variable categories and dependent vari-
ables analyzed in the reviewed studies, show a similar development of changing 
research interest. In the earlier time interval (1960s to 1990s), a clear emphasis was 
on economic outcome variables, notably joint profit or a similar dyadic outcome. In 
the second time interval, negotiation behavior in various conceptualizations became 
the most often cited dependent variable, possibly because of the greater ease to cap-
ture it in written communication, which featured a lot more in the 2000s than before. 
Figures 4 and 5 also show the lowest interest in socio-emotional outcome variables 
compared to other outcome variables across all time periods, although relatively 
speaking analysis of socio-emotional outcomes has increased. This may be due to 
more recent insights on the importance of socio-emotional outcomes for future rela-
tionships between negotiators (e.g. Curhan et al. 2009).

4.1  Negotiation Process

4.1.1  Negotiation Time and Amount of Communication

Various important process characteristics potentially differ between the communi-
cation media. To start with, descriptive process characteristics, such as negotiation 
time and amount of communication, may differ between communication modes. 
Overall, synchronous media with an audio channel, such as FTF, video, and tele-
phone were found to need less time for finalizing a negotiation than text-based com-
munication such as email or instant messaging (IM) in the majority of studies report-
ing negotiation time (Galin et al. 2007; Geiger 2014; Mennecke et al. 2000; Purdy 
et al. 2000; Scheck et al. 2008; Suh 1999; Wang and Doong 2014; Yang 2012). In 
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a similar vein, computer support made text-based negotiation quicker compared 
to pencil and paper as witnessed by fewer offer rounds in a study by Mahenthiran 
et al. (1993). Despite the shorter negotiation time in media with an audio channel, 
the amount of communication was still higher in those media (King and Glidewell 
1980; Sheffield 1995). This finding is also mirrored in synchronous versus asynchro-
nous text-based electronic negotiation, where negotiators using an instant messenger 
(IM) system (synchronous) communicated more than those using email (asynchro-
nous) when one side (the seller) had intricate (vs. simple) arguments (Loewenstein 
et al. 2005).

Contrary to these majority findings, other studies report no significant time dif-
ferences between the various media employed (Barkhi et  al. 1999; Delaney et  al. 
1997; King and Glidewell 1980; Smith 1969; Wang and Doong 2014). While in the 
studies by Smith (1969) and King and Glidewell (1980) sample sizes were too small 
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to reach significance of results, Barkhi et  al. (1999) speculate that a greater task-
orientation or power application of the most powerful party may be responsible for 
similar negotiation times between FTF and CMC communication. In Delaney and 
colleagues’ (1997) study the time taken to use a functional negotiation support sys-
tem (NSS) in both FTF and CMC may be responsible for equal negotiation times, 
and Wang and Doong’s (2014) similar finding may be due to the simplicity of their 
negotiation task (transparent price bargaining). Chinese negotiators in synchronous 
CMC took more time when they used a native language support tool compared to 
not using it (Lim and Yang 2008). This may be due to the slower Chinese characters 
keyboard or eventually because negotiators send more messages and offers in their 
native (Chinese) compared to a foreign language (English; Lai et al. 2010). When 
FTF negotiations were supported by a negotiation support system (NSS), they also 
took longer than without such support (Delaney et al. 1997).

4.1.2  Number of Offers

Some articles report the number of offers made in negotiations with different media. 
From the empirical evidence, no clear picture emerges. Neither Schulz and Pruitt 
(1978) nor Fry (1985) find main effects for media (FTF, paper & pencil) on the 
number of offers or number of different offers, but only interaction effects: Team 
oriented FTF negotiators (Schulz and Pruitt 1978) and FTF negotiators in high-low 
Machiavellianism dyads (Fry 1985) make less offers than the other respective nego-
tiators. In the study by Delaney et al. (1997), most offers are made by FTF negotia-
tors who use a NSS, while the number of offers in synchronous CMC plus a NSS 
is no different from pure FTF negotiators. Lai et al. (2010) report more offers for 
e-negotiators who negotiate in their native compared to a foreign language. In sum, 
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those studies only find media differences on the number of offers under various 
boundary conditions, but no main effect. An interesting notion is added by Damian 
and colleagues, who compare video only to video negotiations with preliminary 
asynchronous CMC: their results show that in previously unstructured software 
requirements negotiations, there are less questions per issue, more extra information 
per uncertainty, and less clarifications per issue in video only compared to video 
plus preliminary asynchronous CMC.

4.1.3  Economic Reference Points

Some studies report important economic reference points such as negotiator aspi-
rations, first offers, and concessions. Geiger (2014) finds lower aspirations in text-
based electronically mediated negotiations than in the FTF mode. A different find-
ing comes out of Paese and colleagues’ (2003) work, who report higher first offers 
in email and telephone compared to FTF, when there was no honest disclosure of 
the opponent’s reservation price. Mahenthiran et al. (1993) report higher first offer 
spreads for CMC compared to pencil and paper negotiations, and Kurtzberg et al. 
(2010) find more first offers within the bargaining zone in email communication, 
when the negotiation was preceded by the exchange of a humorous comic strip. 
Higher first offers were reported for Hong Kong email versus FTF negotiators, but 
not for US email negotiators (Rosette et al. 2012). These findings suggest that the 
communication medium may interact with other variables to produce different offer 
process parameters in different media. Concerning subsequent concession making, 
Johnson and Cooper (2009b) report lower levels of concessions in IM compared to 
telephone negotiations. While Schulz and Pruitt (1978) and Fry (1985) report having 
measured systematic concession making as a predecessor to integrative outcomes, 
they provide no figures of the variable in their different communication conditions.

4.1.4  Negotiation Behavior

With regard to negotiation behavior or tactics, the literature offers partly diverging 
findings as pertaining to the different communication media. Early works find more 
cooperative behavior (Carnevale et al. 1981), more trial-and-error processes to find 
win–win agreements and more insight (Carnevale and Isen 1986) when negotiators 
are separated by a visual barrier compared to sitting FTF. This finding is contrary to 
Barkhi et al. (1999, 2004), who report more truthful information exchange in FTF 
versus synchronous CMC negotiation, both conditions supported by a NSS. Yuan 
et al. (2003) find that text only CMC is rated worse to gain mutual understanding 
than text plus audio or video. Pesendorfer and Koeszegi (2006) report more task-
related information exchange in asynchronous versus synchronous e-negotiations, 
mostly in early and late phases of the negotiation (Koeszegi et  al. 2011). In par-
tial contrast, Galin et al. (2007) report more soft tactics in FTF negotiation than in 
e-negotiation. Graf et  al. (2010) find differences on creating value and integrative 
information exchange in synchronous CMC negotiations compared with synchro-
nous CMC with NSS support, however, they do not report in which direction the 
differences play out. A number of papers report no differences regarding various 
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integrative behaviors between the different media conditions (collaborative climate: 
Delaney et al. 1997; problem-solving approach: Yang (2012); positive conflict man-
agement: Zornoza et al. 2002; perception of partner’s strategy: Griffith and North-
craft 1994).

A visual barrier also seems to inhibit competitive behavior (Carnevale and Isen 
1986), a finding mirrored in a study by Geiger (2014) who reports lower levels 
of various competitive behaviors in IM versus FTF negotiations. Pesendorfer and 
Koeszegi (2006) find less competitive and unfriendly behavior in asynchronous ver-
sus synchronous e-negotiation, mostly toward the beginning and the end of nego-
tiations (Koeszegi et  al. 2011). The overall empirical evidence, however, draws a 
slightly different picture: A meta-analysis finds that FTF negotiations are less hos-
tile than virtual negotiations (Stuhlmacher and Citera 2005), especially for women 
(Stuhlmacher et al. 2007; see also Matheson 1991 for gender effects in synchronous 
CMC negotiation) and for strangers (McGinn and Keros 2002). This finding also 
resonates in later papers such that more hard tactics are reported in e-negotiation 
than in FTF (Galin et al. 2007) and more forcing behavior in IM than FTF negotia-
tion (Giordano et al. 2007). Loewenstein et al. (2005) report more deception in syn-
chronous (IM) e-negotiation compared to asynchronous (email) e-negotiation when 
sellers were provided with intricate arguments. However, several authors also report 
no differences in distributive behaviors or reflections thereof in various communica-
tion media (negative conflict management: Zornoza et al. 2002; team conflict: Sta-
ples and Zhao 2006; negative climate: Delaney et al. 1997) or do not report in which 
direction differences exist (Graf et al. 2010). Regarding persuasion or the ability to 
influence the other party, Yuan et al. (2003) report perceived advantages to influence 
other negotiators in video or audio plus text compared to text only negotiators. Vin-
ciarelli et al. (2014) find that in phone negotiations, the receiver of the call is more 
persuasive than the caller. While there is no unambiguous picture about the rela-
tive occurrence of cooperative and competitive behavior in different communication 
media, van Es et al. (2004) report that a behavioral strategy change is easier accom-
plished in asynchronous (email) than synchronous (FTF) media.

4.1.5  Perceptual and Affective Process Variables

Negotiation behavior or tactics is often conceptualized as a dyad-level variable; 
other papers focus more on individual-level process characteristics. With regard 
to communicated affect, the literature offers diverging results: While Johnson and 
Cooper (2009a, 2009b) find less communicated affect in IM than telephone nego-
tiations, Geiger (2014) reports more positive relational messages in asynchronous 
IM than FTF negotiations. Similarly, Pesendorfer and Koeszegi (2006) find more 
negative and less positive affect communicated in synchronous versus asynchronous 
e-negotiation. In a slightly different vein, Duthler (2006) finds that email requests 
are more polite than voicemail requests.

Pre-negotiation trust, in contrast, seems to be lower for online than FTF nego-
tiators (Naquin and Paulson 2003). This finding is mirrored also in lower self and 
partner credibility in IM versus FTF integrative negotiation (Citera et al. 2005) as 
well as higher seller trust in a buyer (benevolence, credibility) in FTF compared 
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to email and reverse auctions (Huang et al. 2008). When procurement complexity 
was high, seller trust was higher in FTF and email than in reverse auctions (Gattiker 
et al. 2007).

Rapport during negotiation, i.e. “a state of shared positive affect and mutual 
interest in the dyad” (Moore et al. 1999, p. 24), seems to be higher in FTF than in 
email because of more personal information exchange. However, personal informa-
tion exchange in email negotiation could be fostered by a pre-negotiation phone call 
(Morris et al. 2002).

Cognitive effort, i.e. “the psychological cost that individuals perceive while pro-
cessing information” (Wang and Doong 2014, p. 741), during negotiation was found 
to be higher in a synchronous CMC with NSS support compared to FTF or video 
with NSS support in a salary negotiation (less analyzable), but lower in a better ana-
lyzable price negotiation (Wang and Doong 2014).

Finally, different types of an accurate assessment of the opponent are reported in 
the literature. While there are not too many researchers who have dealt with these 
variables, their findings point in the same direction: For an accurate assessment of 
the opponent, FTF seems to be the best available medium. In three parties nego-
tiations, Arunachalam and Dilla (1995) find a higher judgment accuracy about the 
opponent’s specific interests in FTF versus computer-mediated communication 
(CMC). Griffith and Northcraft (1994) report no difference in integrative judgment 
accuracy between pencil and paper versus text-based CMC negotiation. Giordano 
et  al. (2007) report a higher deception detection accuracy in FTF versus IM. In a 
similar vein, Laubert and Parlamis (2019) find consistently low emotion detection 
accuracy in various text-based electronic negotiations.

Two field studies (Jensen 2009; Townley and Jones 2016) show that both email 
communication and business letters going back and forth between contractual par-
ties mirror the development of the negotiator relationship during the negotiation and 
before a deal is closed. “During the three-month period observed, the frequency in 
use of interpersonal strategies converges as the relationship progresses towards a 
more contextually stable and more personalized level of communication as trust has 
been established and power relations have become structured within the legal frame-
work of the contract.” (Jensen 2009, p. 4) Both forms of written communication 
support the provisional amendment of draft agreements, which serve as the main 
device for reaching a substantive and legal agreement (Townley and Jones 2016).

4.2  Economic Negotiation Outcomes

4.2.1  Agreement

Economic outcomes in negotiation encompass agreement, individual profits, joint 
profits, and the dispersion of profits. With regard to agreement, the empirical litera-
ture is ambiguous as to which medium fosters or hinders successful completion of 
a negotiation. Johnson and Cooper (2009a) report a lower probability of agreement 
in IM versus telephone. In a similar vein, Swaab et al. (2009) find lower exclusion 
rates for one party in a three party negotiation when parties negotiated FTF (public 
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and private) or only publicly in CMC compared to CMC with private communica-
tion only. No differences in agreement rates between different media are reported by 
McGinn and Keros (2002; FTF, phone, email) and Mahenthiran et al. (1993; pen-
cil and paper, CMC). In contrast, higher rates of agreement in email compared to 
FTF negotiations of an ethically difficult topic were found by van Es et al. (2004). 
Similarly, Wolfe and McMurthy (2005) report higher rates of agreement for CMC 
plus NSS support versus FTF for incongruent expectations in regard to subordinate 
performance between superior and subordinate in budget negotiations, but no media 
differences for congruent expectations.

4.2.2  Individual Profit

Regarding individual profits in distributive or integrative negotiations, only few stud-
ies found an effect of different media. In a distributive labor negotiation, Morley and 
Stephenson (1969, 1970) report that negotiators using a constrained phone conversa-
tion (no interruptions allowed) were most successful in defending their initial power 
advantage in respective distributive outcomes compared to FTF (constrained/uncon-
strained) communication. Lim (2000) reports marginally higher individual profits 
in FTF compared to communication without visual access. Arunachalam and Dilla 
(1995) report higher individual profits for FTF compared to CMC negotiators in an 
integrative three parties negotiation. Barkhi et al. (1999, 2004) find higher individ-
ual member rewards in the FTF compared to CMC mode in group negotiations with 
an unequal power structure between leader and group members. This difference is 
more pronounced when members have a group incentive compared with an individ-
ual incentive (Barkhi et al. 2004), in line with Swaab and colleagues’ (2012) com-
munication orientation model and its boundary condition of negotiator orientation. 
In written only communication, Griffith and Northcraft (1994) find an advantage for 
pencil and paper over CMC in terms of individual profit. All other reviewed studies 
that report individual profits, settlement prices in distributive negotiations, or com-
parable individual outcomes, find no main effect for media on individual profit (Gei-
ger 2014; Giordano et al. 2007; King and Glidewell 1980; Loewenstein et al. 2005; 
Paese et al. 2003; Rosette et al. 2012; Short 1974; Smith 1969; Suh 1999) or report 
profit numbers but provide no related significance testing (Kurtzberg et al. 2005a; 
McGinn and Keros 2002). However, some studies note interaction effects between 
communication medium and other variables with an impact on individual profit. In 
a study by Rosette et al. (2012), Hong Kong email sellers reached higher distribu-
tive outcomes than Hong Kong FTF and US email and FTF sellers, resembling a 
culture × medium interaction. In an early study, Short (1974) found that individual 
profit for consonant negotiators is higher in FTF and video than in audio, where con-
sonance was conceptualized as point values of the negotiation issues that reflected 
the actual bargainer’s personal beliefs. Greater seller profit in IM than in email were 
found when the seller used intricate instead of simple arguments (Loewenstein et al. 
2005).
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4.2.3  Joint Profit

Probably the best covered (see also Fig. 5) and most debated dependent variable in 
negotiations in different communication media is joint profit or a similar dyadic eco-
nomic outcome variable (e.g., pareto efficiency). Among the research that reports 
joint profit, many studies on integrative negotiation find no significant difference on 
this variable between different communication media conditions (Ang et al. 2013; 
Calefato et al. 2012; Damian et al. 2000, 2003; Delaney et al. 1997 [when both FTF 
and CMC negotiators had access to a NSS]; Galin et al. 2007; King and Glidewell 
1980; Loewenstein et  al. 2005; Naquin and Paulson 2003; Potter and Balthazard 
2000; Purdy et al. 2000; Rangaswamy and Shell 1997; Scheck et al. 2008; Schulz 
and Pruitt 1978; Wachter 1999; Yang 2012). No difference either was found in joint 
outcomes between email negotiators with or without a 5  min up front phone call 
(Morris et al. 2002) as well as for cooperative versus non-cooperative negotiators in 
CMC negotiation supported by a NSS (Lai et al. 2006) or native versus non-native 
language negotiators in asynchronous CMC (Lai et al. 2010). Multi-lingual support 
in synchronous CMC negotiation also did not impact joint outcomes, but the avail-
ability of a NSS did (Lim and Yang 2008).

In contrast to these findings, other studies on integrative negotiation report higher 
joint profit for negotiators without visual access compared to FTF (Carnevale and 
Isen 1986; Carnevale et  al. 1981; Fry 1985 for high-low Machiavellianism dyads 
only; Lewis and Fry 1977), and higher profits for email versus FTF negotiators 
(Citera et al. 2005; Croson 1999). Among heterogeneous groups, better negotiation 
group performance was reached in CMC than FTF, but not in homogeneous groups 
(Staples and Zhao 2006).

On the contrary, Arunachalam and Dilla (1992, 1995) report higher joint profit 
for FTF negotiators compared to CMC negotiators in a three parties negotiation. 
These results are mirrored by Diermeier et al.’ (2008) results in a three parties coali-
tion negotiation, and they are particularly evident when only private communica-
tion was allowed, but not public communication. Hollingshead et al. (1993) report 
greater joint profit for FTF versus CMC negotiators, and Turnbull et al. (1976) found 
superior dyadic outcomes for FTF or video compared to audio only. For high-high 
Machiavellianism dyads, Fry (1985) reports higher joint profits in FTF compared 
to a negotiation with a visual barrier. Damian et al. (2008) as well as Arthi (2009) 
show that video conferencing preceded by asynchronous text chat leads to fewer 
open issues in software requirements negotiation than video conferencing only and 
thus to better dyadic performance.1 Joint profit was also greater in pencil and paper 
compared to CMC in a study by Mahenthiran et al. (1993).

1 Both studies report a rather unusual dyadic outcome measure in their experiments, “number of open 
issues” in a software requirements negotiation. In this type of negotiation exercise, negotiation issues 
evolved from the need to steer a software project from beginning to end, i.e. from defining requirements 
and being able to implement them later. The core negotiation revolved around requirements definition, 
which later needed to be implemented by the groups. Therefore, the fewer open issues after the focal 
negotiation, the better for the two parties to the negotiation and the software project.
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Sheffield (1995) reports no significant main effects of text versus audio or visual 
access versus no visual access on joint profit, but an interaction between negotia-
tor orientation (individualistic vs. cooperative) and visual access: The highest joint 
profit was reached when cooperative negotiators had visual access, independent of 
whether they used a text based or an audio based medium. These results are deep-
ened by Swaab and colleagues’ (2012) meta-analysis who find superior joint out-
comes when a visual, an audio, or a synchronous channel was present compared 
to when this was not the case, and especially when negotiators were neutrally dis-
posed toward each other. For non-cooperative negotiators, this effect reversed, and 
for cooperative negotiators, no interaction could be found.

If one looks at the different findings on joint gain across the time intervals cov-
ered by this review, it is noticeable that the earliest period (1960s to 1990s) provides 
the greatest spread of outcomes. Four studies find a benefit for no visual access com-
pared to FTF, while five studies find an advantage of FTF against other communica-
tion media, with another five studies reporting no statistically significant difference. 
In the later periods, only one study each finds a benefit or detriment of FTF, while 
fifteen report no difference between the covered media any more. Together with the 
weakening research interest on joint profit (see Fig. 5) this observation may be an 
indication that negotiators’ communication practices have changed and that they 
have adapted to a more diverse array of communication media.

4.2.4  Dispersion of Profits

The dispersion of individual profits or the equality of outcomes also feature as a 
dependent economic variable in some studies. Arunachalam and Dilla (1992, 1995) 
find higher dispersion of individual profit in CMC than in FTF in a three parties 
negotiation. Among strangers, but not among friends, McGinn and Keros (2002) 
also find greater dispersion of profits in email compared to FTF. On the contrary, 
Croson (1999) finds a lower dispersion of individual outcomes in email compared to 
FTF negotiation. Again other studies report no differences in the dispersion of indi-
vidual profits according to different media (Delaney et al. 1997 when FTF and CMC 
both used a NSS; Lim 2000; Wachter 1999). However, using either a NSS (Delaney 
et al. 1997; Lim 2000; Lim and Yang 2008)) or a multilingual support tool (Lim and 
Yang 2008) seems to promote more equal outcomes, independent of the communi-
cation channel.

4.2.5  Boundary Conditions of Economic Outcomes in Text‑Based Electronic 
Negotiation

In the last two decades, special attention has been cast on text-based electronically 
mediated negotiations, mostly by email, IM or an internet based chat system. Over-
all, some boundary conditions helped, and others hindered success in such nego-
tiations. Moore et al. (1999) found that negotiations were more likely to fail when 
neither a personal relationship nor common in-group status existed between nego-
tiators. In a similar vein, Pesendorfer et  al. (2007) and Pesendorfer and Koeszegi 
(2007) report that personal knowledge of each other and/or social embeddedness 
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help handle high intensity conflicts better and increase agreement probability. In a 
distributive property negotiation conducted via email, where agents represented the 
principals, disproportionately higher agreement rates were found among agents that 
were similar and familiar compared to those who were lower in similarity and/or 
familiarity (Kurtzberg et al. 2005a). Volkema et al. (2010) report a positive corre-
lation between agreement and perceived honesty of the other party in email nego-
tiation. Hine et al. (2009) found that successful e-negotiations contained more posi-
tive emotion and agreeable language than failed ones, although they were actually 
shorter in time. Geiger and Parlamis (2014) show that email comfort, a person’s 
affective attitude towards email, is positively related to joint gain, individual gain 
and social value in integrative email negotiation. In addition, reactive medium man-
agement, i.e. trying to reactively fix shortcomings of the medium, was negatively 
related to joint profit and social value in email negotiation (Parlamis and Geiger 
2015). In electronic text-based communication, some more interaction effects can 
be witnessed: In a study by Lai et al. (2010), in a native language group the buyer’s 
utility was higher than the seller’s, but not in a non-native language group in asyn-
chronous CMC negotiation. In synchronous CMC, negotiators who had access to a 
NSS reached higher individual outcomes than those without (Lim and Yang 2008), 
however, no such effect could be found for using a multi-lingual support tool. Kurtz-
berg and Naquin (2010) write that email negotiators who received emails with a 
disclaimer statement in an email footer had lower individual and joint outcomes than 
those receiving email with a confidentiality statement or no statement at all. Ulti-
mately, Kurtzberg et al. (2010) report higher joint profit in email negotiation when 
they were started with a humorous event compared to when not.

4.3  Socio‑emotional Negotiation Outcomes

4.3.1  Negotiator Satisfaction

Beyond economic negotiation outcomes, some papers also report a variety of 
socio-emotional outcomes in negotiations conducted in different communication 
media. As one of the first studies, Carnevale et al. (1981) observe a more posi-
tive negotiation atmosphere for negotiators without visual access compared to 
FTF. Regarding negotiator satisfaction with the negotiation outcome, disparate 
results are stated: Some papers report highest satisfaction in FTF communication 
with other media at a disadvantage (Barkhi et al. 1999; Hollingshead et al. 1993; 
Naquin and Paulson 2003; Wachter 1999 for process but not for outcome satis-
faction; Wolfe and Murthy 2005), or higher levels of satisfaction when audio or 
video channels were present compared to text only (Scheck et al. 2008). Others 
report greater satisfaction in text-based CMC compared with FTF (Delaney et al. 
1997; Geiger 2014; Giordano et al. 2007). Similarly, Pesendorfer and Koeszegi 
(2006) found higher satisfaction with the outcome in asynchronous versus syn-
chronous computer mediated negotiation. Moreover, a number of papers report 
no difference in outcome and/or process satisfaction (Ang et al. 2013; Jain and 
Solomon 2000; Lim and Yang 2008; Purdy et al. 2000; Wang and Doong 2014; 
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Yang 2012) for various media and/or support systems (NSS, multi-lingual). The 
work by Wang and Doong (2014) suggests that the type of negotiation (easily 
analyzable, difficult to analyze) may interact with the medium to influence pro-
cess satisfaction: While it is highest in text-based CMC with NSS support for 
an easily analyzable task, it is lowest for a more difficult one, compared with 
FTF and video supported by a NSS. Kurtzberg et al. (2010) found that in email 
negotiation sending a funny cartoon upfront led to greater satisfaction. In NSS 
supported text-based CMC, perceived control, fairness and collaborative atmos-
phere of the system enhance negotiator satisfaction (Wang et al. 2010).

Some more papers report constructs related to satisfaction. Wachter (1999) 
found decreasing outcome affect from FTF through video and audio to CMC. 
In Jain and Solomon’s (2002) paper, FTF provides greater effectiveness of com-
munication and a more positive perception of group processes than CMC. Wolfe 
and Murthy (2005) report greater task conflict and relational conflict in syn-
chronous CMC with a NSS compared with FTF. Results regarding desire for 
future interaction partly mirror the results for satisfaction: Naquin and Paulson 
(2003) find a higher desire for future interaction in FTF than email negotiations. 
In contrast, no influence of media richness (FTF, video, audio, email) on desire 
for future interaction when controlling for collaboration and satisfaction was 
observed by Purdy et al. (2000). Media richness does also not impact the like-
lihood of renegotiations in practice (Schoop et  al. 2008). State anger in FTF 
versus CMC negotiations seems to be moderated by the type of conflict: in func-
tional conflict it is lower in FTF while in dysfunctional conflict it is higher in 
FTF compared with CMC (Chen and Tseng 2016).

4.3.2  Trust

Trust formation during negotiation seems to be influenced by the medium: Gen-
erally, some papers find higher negotiation trust and/or credibility in the oppo-
nent in FTF than in email negotiations (Citera et al. 2005; Lu et al. 2017; Naquin 
and Paulson 2003; Wachter 1999). These findings are mirrored in purchasing 
processes where trust formation (benevolence, credibility) during FTF negotia-
tions is greater than in email negotiations when procurement complexity is low. 
However, there are no significant differences between face-to-face and email 
when procurement complexity is high. (Huang et al. 2008). Similarly, trust was 
higher in audio plus text or video plus text than in text-only CMC negotiations 
(Scheck et al. 2008; Yuan et al. 2003). Interestingly, avatar mediated communi-
cation witnessed a greater positive change in trustworthiness compared to video 
(Ang et al. 2013). For email negotiations, emails with a disclaimer message lead 
to lower trustworthiness than those without or with a confidentiality footer only 
(Kurtzberg and Naquin 2010) and to higher trust when a funny cartoon is sent 
compared to when it is not (Kurtzberg et al. 2010).
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4.3.3  Socio‑emotional Evaluation of the Opponent and the Self

Some socio-emotional evaluations also have to do with the opponent. Positive feel-
ings towards the opponent were greater in dyads that had a 5 min phone conversa-
tion and then negotiated via email than those who only negotiated by email (Mor-
ris et al. 2002). In a different study, negotiators experienced greater friendliness in 
asynchronous versus synchronous computer mediated negotiation (Pesendorfer and 
Koeszegi 2006). Avatar mediated communication witnessed a greater change in 
opponent likeability compared to video (Ang et al. 2013). Interpersonal awareness 
did not vary between FTF and electronically multi-media supported negotiations 
(video, text, document sharing; Damian 2002). In email negotiation, correctly per-
ceiving the opponent’s emotion seems very difficult (Laubert and Parlamis 2019). 
Also in email negotiation, loyalty of an agent to the other agent in agent-agent prop-
erty negotiations is highest when agents are similar and familiar and seems to go 
hand in hand with the highest agreement rates (Kurtzberg et al. 2005a). Moreover, 
negotiators seem to rate their peers worse when the peer appraisal after negotiation 
is provided by email as compared to pencil and paper (Kurtzberg et al. 2005b).

Finally, some socio-emotional outcomes have to do with the self. Mahenthiran 
et  al. (1993) show that negotiators’ perceived autonomy in budget negotiations is 
greater under pencil and paper versus CMC. Lai et al. (2010) find a higher language 
self-efficacy and negotiation self-efficacy for native versus non-native e-negotiators.

4.4  Critical Assessment of Empirical Findings

The diversity of empirical findings underscores that this research field within group 
decision and negotiation is still far from consensus as to the effects of different 
media on most negotiation processes and outcomes. Therefore, the original assump-
tion that FTF is the most suitable communication medium for negotiation, voiced 
in many theoretical writings and empirically substantiated in some, especially ear-
lier ones, needs to be taken with many grains of salt. As the review of empirical 
studies shows, only two types of process variables seem to mostly benefit from FTF 
communication: the formation of trust, including its components of benevolence and 
credibility, and the accurate assessment of the opponent. For all other process and 
outcome variables, this review revealed diverging findings. In some instances, FTF 
produces more cooperative and less competitive behavior, in others it is the other 
way around. In turn, sometimes differences in outcomes in one or the other direction 
can be observed; in many instances, no such variations were found.

Social information processing theory and the communication orientation model in 
negotiation provide some theoretical suggestions as to how some of the diverging find-
ings can be reconciled, e.g. by regarding negotiator orientations (Swaab et al. 2012). 
Specifically, the communication orientation model suggests that more channels (i.e. 
audio, visual, synchronicity) benefit initially neutral negotiators, harm non-cooperative 
negotiators, and do not influence cooperative negotiators in reaching good dyadic out-
comes. In addition, several other boundary conditions may be valuable to understand 
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differences in negotiation processes and outcomes in various communication media. In 
media with fewer channels, notably CMC, the review suggests that a personal relation-
ship or similar constructs (social embeddedness, similarity, familiarity) can make up 
for some of the missing richness in those media (e.g. Pesendorfer et al. 2007). A posi-
tive communication style (honesty, agreeable language, humor, positive emotion trans-
mission) and a person’s familiarity and comfort with a communication medium may do 
the same (e.g. Geiger and Parlamis 2014). Other boundary conditions, assessed in past 
research, include person- or role-specific aspects (culture, Rosette et al. 2012, Machia-
vellianism, Fry 1985, in-group homogeneity, Staples and Zhao 2006), expectations and 
incentives (Barkhi et al. 1999, 2004; Mahenthiran et al. 1993), partner similarity and 
familiarity (Kurtzberg et al. 2005a, b) as well as characteristics of the negotiation task 
(analyzability, Wang and Doong 2014, type of conflict, Chen and Tseng 2016, com-
plexity, Gattiker et al. 2007).

Beyond various boundary conditions assessed in some empirical papers, several 
other reasons may be responsible for why the different empirical studies do not fully 
converge in their results regarding the various dependent variables. First, the time-
frame from which this review draws empirical papers is six decades. In these six 
decades, both the availability and the use of different communication media have 
dramatically increased. Thus, it is at least questionable whether the same study with 
a similar sample of test persons would have come to the same results, say, in 1995 
and 2015.

Second, while some studies offer differentiated results by explicitly looking at 
interaction effects between communication medium and other variables, their con-
crete data collection procedures may implicitly introduce more boundary conditions, 
not controlled for in this review or earlier meta-analyses (Stuhlmacher and Citera 
2005). For example, it may indeed make a difference in results whether a FTF versus 
IM negotiation study is conducted among tech-savvy engineering students (Damian 
et  al. 2000) or among communication students (Mennecke et  al. 2000). Another 
obvious boundary condition, practically not regarded so far in negotiation studies, 
is people’s attitude towards or preference for a certain communication medium (e.g. 
Kelly and Keaten 2007).

Third, as the review of empirical findings shows, for many important process and 
outcome variables, null findings are reported, i.e. no statistically significant differ-
ences between media conditions. Interestingly and in contrast to the original studies, 
all pertinent meta-analyses—although necessarily less fine-grained in differentiating 
various media—find significant differences in outcomes between various media cat-
egories or characteristics. Thus, missing statistical power due to small sample sizes 
also represents a potential explanation for many of the null findings.

5  Discussion and Outlook

5.1  Current State of Research and Persisting Research Gaps

This paper has taken stock of six decades of research on the communication medi-
um’s influence in negotiation. Various strategic communication and psychological 
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theoretical vantage points offer different suggestions as to how using a certain com-
munication medium in negotiation may help or hinder successful processes and out-
comes. While a certain convergence of theoretical perspectives can be witnessed 
over time, both the communication strategic and the social psychological perspec-
tives on communication media in negotiation still fail to offer a unified theoretical 
framework. The former acknowledges the possibility to use a combination of media, 
the latter includes the socio-emotional aspects into the discussion; they thereby com-
plement each other. Both perspectives, however, lack a thorough discussion of how 
communication outcomes in general and negotiation processes and outcomes in par-
ticular relate. They also need updating with regard to pertinent boundary conditions.

As the review of the empirical studies shows, media effects on negotiation pro-
cesses and outcomes seem to depend largely on a number of boundary conditions. 
Only for two socio-emotional process measures did FTF compared to other media 
have a positive effect that is mostly independent from boundary conditions. Initially 
feared disadvantages of leaner media, especially the ones only based on text, can be 
minimized, e.g. by taking more time, personal relationships, a positive communica-
tion style, or a person’s familiarity and positive attitude towards the medium. Past 
research has also identified conditions under which FTF compared to leaner media 
is advantageous, e.g. when negotiators initially have a neutral orientation toward the 
opponent, when the negotiation task is difficult or complex rather than simple, or 
when negotiators are not familiar with the task or partner, yet.

The current state of research also reveals a number of more or less obvious 
research gaps that have only insufficiently or not at all been addressed. First, the 
rapid development of more and more differentiated communication media in recent 
decades combined with the natural use of those media by younger generations, i.e. 
the digital natives, casts questions as to whom knowledge on communication media 
and negotiation, gained over the last decades, applies today. For example, if com-
munication patterns between today’s teenagers, heavily relying on the use of dif-
ferent features of smartphones and the related apps (e.g. Twenge et  al. 2019), are 
dramatically different from past teenager generations that are twenty or forty years 
older, why wouldn’t these differences also translate into differentiated use of com-
munication media in negotiations in later life stages? The literature shows differ-
entiated media use among younger and older generations, e.g. for email (Metzger 
and Flanagin 2002); mobile phone and texting (Ishii 2006), or Twitter (Metallo and 
Agrifoglio 2015). However, several studies also cast in doubt whether generational 
differences in communication media use behavior actually lead to different commu-
nication outcomes between generations, e.g. in learning contexts (Gros et al. 2012; 
Waycott et al. 2010) or in general psychological well-being (Liu et al. 2019).

Second, nearly all knowledge on the effects of communication media in negotia-
tion stems from studies that allow only one or the other communication medium for 
a given negotiation task. Both theoretical deliberations (Dennis et al. 2008) and first 
empirical evidence (Ambrose et al. 2008; Damian et al. 2000, 2003, 2008; Geiger 
and Laubert 2018; Townley and Jones 2016) show that in real negotiations, various 
communication media are chosen and used depending on different factors such as 
stage of the negotiation, communication efficiency, or limiting external factors. The 
combination of different media may happen in parallel (e.g., Damian et  al. 2000, 
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2003) or in sequence (e.g., Damian et al. 2008). Additionally, the general availability 
of different media also poses the question of how negotiators choose their communi-
cation media. This topic has been largely neglected in negotiation research (Geiger 
and Laubert 2018), but already dealt with in the general organizational, communica-
tion, or psychological research, (e.g., George et al. 2013; Hertel et al. 2008; Kelly 
and Keaten 2007; Trevino et al. 1987, 1990, 2000; Webster and Trevino 1995).

Third, the disregard of many important features of real-world negotiations in the 
reviewed studies represent a persisting research gap. Among others, these features 
include physical distance between negotiators (e.g., Geiger and Parlamis 2014), dif-
ferent languages (e.g., Lügger et al. 2015), negotiations stretching a longer period of 
time (e.g. Simonelli 2011), as well as official and unofficial documentation policies 
(e.g. Spittler and Jentzen 1992).

5.2  Recent Developments

Beyond the aforementioned research gaps, new developments in media availability 
and use contribute additional research needs. What seems to be missing altogether 
in negotiation research until the present day are accounts of the use of social media 
(Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, etc.) as well as the use of communication media 
enhanced by artificial intelligence.

According to Kaplan and Haenlein (2010, p. 61), “Social Media is a group of 
Internet-based applications that build on the ideological and technological foun-
dations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange of User Generated 
Content.” In social media, users can create, share and exchange information in a 
virtual community (Ngai et al. 2015), transforming 1:1 dialogue into 1:n communi-
cation. To the best of the author’s knowledge, no negotiation study has yet analyzed 
in how far social media are or could be used in negotiation processes. Overall, for 
social media research in negotiation, Ngai et  al.’ (2015) conclusion, derived in a 
comprehensive review of social media research in various disciplines, currently also 
applies: “Notwithstanding, the phenomenon of social media remains new to aca-
demia” (p. 33).

Another current topic very closely related to communication media in negotia-
tion, but diligently overlooked in most studies, may profit from recent developments 
of artificial intelligence (AI) that have passed the fledgling stages: language, in 
the meaning of mother tongue or foreign language. Language becomes especially 
important in negotiation when negotiators do not share the same language. In those 
instances, both negotiators may choose one common foreign language, often Eng-
lish, or one negotiator may choose to communicate in the other negotiator’s lan-
guage if she/he is able to do so. However, this may lead to a disadvantage of the non-
native speaker, e.g. in terms of language self-efficacy, negotiation self-efficacy, or 
persuasion behavior (Lai et al. 2010). This fact is not very often addressed and only 
sometimes criticized (e.g. Lügger et al. 2015) in most empirical research, perhaps 
because it has been predominantly conducted in English speaking countries such as 
the US, the UK, Canada, or Australia. Moreover, research looking specifically at the 
influence of language in business negotiations is very sparse (Alvarez et al. 2017; 
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Lai et al. 2010; Lim and Yang 2008; Nagler 2018). What could put language center 
stage in research on communication media in negotiation today, are well-developed 
translation aids in some channels. Google translator has become very accurate, even 
in idiomatic translations (the author tried English, French, and German), and Skype 
now includes a translator for written text as well as for audio, albeit with a slight 
delay in communication. Thus, for email, instant messaging, audio communication 
and video conferencing, AI tools are available to bridge language barriers and thus 
support international negotiation.

5.3  Future Research

The current state of theoretical reasoning on communication media in negotia-
tion and its empirical underpinnings as well as the more recent developments offer 
various avenues for future research. One theoretical challenge that has not yet been 
solved is the relation between communication outcomes and negotiation processes 
and outcomes. All the general theoretical perspectives, i.e. those that are not specifi-
cally geared toward negotiation, assume mutual understanding of the communica-
tors as the ultimate goal of communication (The social psychological perspectives 
also have some social outcomes in view). However, mutual understanding is only 
a necessary, but not a sufficient condition for successful negotiation processes and 
outcomes. If negotiators reached 100% mutual understanding on their positions and 
positional arguments, an agreement would likely be sub-optimal: Understanding was 
then on the “wrong” type of information. Therefore, reaching the goal of successful 
communication according to those theoretical perspectives, i.e. mutual understand-
ing, is too little to reach different possible goals in a negotiation, be they distributive 
and/or integrative. Working out more dependable relations between communica-
tion outcomes in general and negotiation processes and outcomes in particular thus 
remains a theoretical challenge for the field. Media synchronicity theory’s distinc-
tion between the communication sub-processes of conveyance and convergence may 
be but a starting point.

With regard to the state of current empirical knowledge and the identified 
research gaps, several research directions come into mind. Especially in the last two 
decades, several boundary conditions have been introduced into the research field. 
Some of them certainly warrant more attention: One promising topic is the relation 
between a negotiator and the communication medium. Are negotiators with certain 
attitudes or traits, e.g. introvert versus extrovert people, better served by different 
media? Which effect do knowledge and use of or preference for specific communi-
cation media have on the negotiators’ dealings?

A second boundary condition that has proven useful but that has not been fully 
explored is the type and character of a negotiation. Which role do different aspects 
of the negotiation task play, e.g. the number of issues, the predictability of out-
comes, uncertainty of external factors? Which role do different phases of a negotia-
tion process play?
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As laid out above, the rapid development of communication media over the 
last three decades (email, instant messaging, text messaging, etc.) has led to dif-
ferential communication media use among different generations. Whether such 
generational differences in communication media use make a difference in nego-
tiation is another broad research question worthy of investigation.

Potentially the greatest white spot in the topical field of communication media 
effects in negotiation is the combination of different media in a negotiation. 
Combination of media can happen either in parallel or in sequence. The number 
of available media today and the different possibilities of combination across a 
negotiation and potentially its phases offer numerous possibilities for research, 
with potentially great value for practice.

Also from a practical perspective, questions pertaining to (sometimes limiting) 
features of real-world negotiations, and how communication media interact with 
them, offer important research questions. Which influence does real physical dis-
tance have on the choice and use of communication media and respective nego-
tiation processes and outcomes? How do language barriers between international 
negotiators play out in different media? Which role does the communication 
medium play in negotiation processes stretching over a longer period of time? 
Which role do documentation policies, e.g. leaving or avoiding a paper trail, have 
on communication media choice, use, and effects?

Finally, recent developments in the use of social media and AI may inspire 
research on the communication medium’s role in negotiation. In how far social 
media can be and are used in negotiation, as suggested by the introductory exam-
ple of US president Trump’s tweet aimed at Kim of North Korea, is but one ques-
tion worthy of investigation. Another interesting research question may be how 
the composition, size and type of audience that communicators allow in their 
social media activities influence social media use and effectiveness in negotia-
tion. Such analysis may draw on and connect with negotiation research dealing 
with constituencies (e.g., Steinel et al. 2009) and with research on public and pri-
vate communication (Diermeier et al. 2008). Other interesting questions pertain 
to certain features of different social media, such as the permanence or vanishing 
of social media content, exemplified by Facebook and Snapchat, respectively.

Several research questions pertaining to the use of AI in bridging language 
differences can be imagined. For example, do language support tools for non-
native speakers have differentiated effects in different media or may one medium 
be especially conducive to language-aided negotiation among non-native speak-
ers (e.g. Jensen 2009)? In which communication media do language stereotypes 
play a role in negotiation (e.g. Alvarez et al. 2017)? When language support tools 
are used, does the chosen language for negotiation play a role?

Ultimately, this review shows that despite a peak of research in the 2000s, 
many more interesting research questions on the interplay between communica-
tion media and negotiation lay ahead of us.
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