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Abstract

Automated negotiation has received considerable attention in the past few decades as a computer

tool for modeling human negotiations. The aim of automated negotiation is capturing the model of

interactions during the negotiation process and improving the efficiency and quality of real-world

negotiations. Due to the complexity of negotiations, there are many challenges in modeling dif-

ferent aspects of this process. One of the important types of negotiation, which is the focus of

this thesis, is multi-issue multi-participant argumentation-based negotiation. In such negotiations,

several participants with different viewpoints and perspectives negotiate over several criteria. The

involved parties in these negotiations exchange proposals (a set of values assigned to negotiation

issues) and receive their opponents’ evaluation of the offered proposals as well as possible argu-

ments. The primary goal of the negotiation is finding a solution that can satisfy all the involved

parties. However, in multi-issue multi-participant negotiations, finding such a solution can be quiet

challenging because: 1- participants have different and, sometimes, conflicting preferences about

the negotiation issues; and 2- these preferences are not usually revealed to others. The higher the

number of negotiation issues (i.e., the dimensions of the search space for a satisfactory solution),

the higher the number of unknown preferences and therefore, the harder to reach an agreement.

Therefore, the negotiation process can take a long time before approaching a possible agreement.

The current thesis studies two critical aspects of automated negotiation: proposal preparation

and opponent modeling. The order of the offered proposals in consecutive rounds of the negoti-

ation directly impacts the pace of reaching an agreement. Therefore, selecting the right proposal

for each round based on the interactions in the previous rounds is the key to effective negotia-

tion. In this thesis, a novel proposal-preparation solution is proposed. It represents the negotiation

issues and participants’ preferences via a graphical model and applies belief propagation to op-

timize this graph, the output of which is a proposal to offer to the participants. The thesis also

discusses the problem of unknown preferences of the participants in this negotiation context. A re-
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cursive Bayesian filtering algorithm is proposed to learn/estimate the preferences of the opponents

only through the limited information they exchange as the negotiation proceeds. The proposed

approaches are then applied to two case studies to investigate their impact on the efficiency of the

negotiation process. The experimental results show that using the presented proposal preparation

and opponent modeling techniques, the efficiency of the negotiation process is increased by up to

85% in both case studies.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 Automated Negotiation

Negotiation is one of the most common means of resolving conflicts in social interactions (Van Kleef

et al., 2006). It can be defined as a discussion between two or more parties with conflicting inter-

ests aiming to reach an agreement (Pruitt and Carnevale, 1993). The involved participants may be

individuals or groups of people who negotiate over single or multiple issues simultaneously. The

agreement, which might be a mutually acceptable deal, allocation of resources or rules of behavior,

has to satisfy all the participants to some extent. In the past few decades, negotiation has been stud-

ied from different perspectives such as psychology (Pruitt and Carnevale, 1993), economy (Kreps,

1990), and computer science (Jennings et al., 2001). The main aim of such studies is to understand

the complicated nature of the negotiation process and make it more efficient, where negotiation

efficiency is primarily measured in terms of the number of rounds of negotiation before reaching

an agreement.

One of the critical scientific approaches in this domain, which has its roots in Artificial Intelli-

gence (AI), is automated negotiation. It is a distributed search in the space of potential agreements,

facilitated by an agent-based model (ABM). An ABM consists of a set of intelligent elements,

called agents, designed to mimic human behaviors. Agents are autonomous entities with specific

goals and. They can make decisions, based on some predefined or learned rules, and act towards

achieving their objectives. Agents may interact with each other and with their environment us-

ing observation through sensors and consequent actuators. Through these interactions agents can

improve their knowledge of the environment and use that knowledge to achieve their goal.

Agent-based models are very similar to multi-agent systems (MAS) in the way they are defined.

However, their objectives and usages are quiet different . While ABM is mainly used for studying
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the collective behavior of agents, specifically in natural research area, the MAS objective is more

about designing the agents with the aim of solving specific practical or engineering problems.

Automated negotiation consists of three main components: i) negotiation protocol, ii) negotia-

tion object, and iii) negotiation strategy (Lomuscio et al., 2001). The negotiation protocol defines

the set of rules governing the interactions between the agents. The negotiation object corresponds

to the range of issues over which the negotiation happens and finally, the agents’ strategy, is used

by agents to act according to the negotiation protocol to reach a satisfactory agreement. Chapter 3

discusses these components in more details.

Three main approaches have been employed in automated negotiation: i) game theory, ii)

heuristic approach and iii) argumentation-based approach (Jennings et al., 2001). The details of

these approaches can be found in section 3.3 of the third chapter. Among these approaches the

argumentation-based approach is followed by this research as it is a better fit to the problem under

study.

1.1.1 Applications and Challenges

Automated negotiation has been first employed in the context of distributed artificial intelligence in

the 1980s (Davis and Smith, 1983; Malone et al., 1983) where agents interact and negotiate to solve

problems in a distributed way. It, then, has received considerable attention in other domains, such

as supply chain management (Fink, 2006; Van Der Putten et al., 2006), political studies (Aragonès

and Dellunde, 2008), e-commerce (Dworman et al., 1996; Zeng and Sycara, 1998; Faratin et al.,

2002; Ramchurn et al., 2007; McBurney et al., 2002; Huang et al., 2010; Cao et al., 2015), policy

disputes over natural resources (Thoyer et al., 2008; Carraro et al., 2007; Eshragh et al., 2017;

Rodriguez-Fernandez et al., 2019), business process management (Jennings et al., 2000; Norman

et al., 1996), grid computing (Kraus, 2001b; Wolski et al., 2003), load balancing (Fatima and

Wooldridge, 2001), M-services (Paurobally et al., 2003), data, task, and resource allocation (Kraus,

2001b; Bigham and Du, 2003; Lin et al., 2006a), event scheduling (Modi et al., 2005; Hossain,

2012), crowdsourcing (Azaria et al., 2012) and energy exchange in remote communities (Alam

2



et al., 2013).

The negotiation scenario may vary based on the application context. In this thesis, our focus is

on multi-issue, multi-participant negotiations where a one-to-many type of negotiation occurs be-

tween several negotiators. That is, one of the participants plays the proposer role and prepares and

offers proposals to others. The rest of the participants are stakeholders who evaluate the received

proposals based on their preferences and send their evaluation results (decisions) to the proposer.

In this thesis, the argumentation-based approach of automated negotiation is used. Thus, the stake-

holders are able to provide arguments along with their decisions. The proposer agent readjusts

its understanding of the stakeholders using the received evaluations/arguments and prepares the

next proposal accordingly. The new proposal is, then, sent to the stakeholders, and the process

continues till all the parties agree over the offered proposal.

Automating the explained negotiation scenario requires two principal modules: i) Proposal

preparation, and ii) Opponent modeling.

Proposal-preparation module

This module is in charge of selecting a proposal (i.e., a point in the space of possible solutions)

at each round of negotiation. The order of the offered proposals during the negotiation impacts

the satisfaction of the involved parties as well as the pace of the negotiation. It also affects the

outcome of the negotiation. It is, therefore, crucial for the proposer agent to take every participant

into account and come up with a proposal that is beneficial to itself while it has a high likelihood to

be accepted by others. In multi-issue negotiations, the dimensions and size of the space of possible

solutions can be considerably large. Thus, it is quite challenging to find such a mutually acceptable

proposal at a reasonable time.

Several studies about proposal-preparation strategies have been conducted in the literature.

These approaches range from time-dependent concession making strategies to more advanced ones

based on the dynamic behavior of the opponents. For example, in (Faratin et al., 1998) the authors

presented a set of tactics to determine the value of a proposal attribute using criteria such as time,

3



resources and previous offers and counter-offers. The tactics can be time-dependent, imitative or a

combination of both. In the time-dependent tactics, the value of the negotiation attribute is initial-

ized with a constant, and it is increased/decreased (based on the attribute type) as the time passes.

For example, in “Boulware” tactics (Faratin et al., 1998), an exponential or polynomial function

with a small concession-making rate is used for readjusting the values of the proposal attributes.

This tactic provides values more in favor of the proposer, and therefore, the negotiation can proceed

slowly. Another time-dependent tactic discussed in (Faratin et al., 1998) is the “conceder” tactics,

in which the concession-making rate is significant. Therefore, the proposer concedes a lot in each

round no matter what the opponent preferences are. Behavior-dependent tactics, on the other hand,

determine the values of proposal attributes based on the counter-offers the agent receives from its

opponents. Relative Tit-for-Tat, random absolute Tit-for-Tat and averaged Tit-for-Tat are some

of these behavior-dependent tactics that work based on percentage or average of percentages of

changes in opponent’s counter-offers (Faratin et al., 1998). These tactics are therefore inapplicable

in negotiation scenarios in which one agent is in charge of offering proposals, and the rest can only

evaluate those proposals. The other problem with this approach is that the negotiation doesn not

proceed if one of the parties stops making concessions.

Cheng et. al. (Cheng et al., 2006) proposed a fuzzy inference system in which several suppliers

and buyers (the negotiating agents) submit offers and a set of matching agents matches supplies

to buyers by finding the most similar proposals to each negotiator. The matching process is based

on similarity measures, which are defined as a function of issue similarities and the weight of the

issues. That is, the negotiating agents need to reveal their preferences on weights and even their

utility functions to the matching agents. Having all this information, the matching agents try to

find the closest suppliers and buyers and the negotiation will continue among the participants. For

generating a new offer, each agent tries to find a proposal that is most beneficial to itself while it

is at the same time the most similar to the opponent’s last offer. The problem is, thus, reduced to a

multi-objective decision-making problem. The problem with this approach is the amount of shared

4



information. Also, it cannot be applied to the argumentation-based negotiation context. A further

discussion on existing techniques for proposal preparation is presented in section 2.2.1.

Opponent-modeling module

As explained in Section 1.1, the agents’ strategies remain private during the negotiations; that is,

negotiators reveal only a part of their preferences through their decisions, and the rest remains

hidden (Niemann and Lang, 2009). For example, when negotiating over the price of a product, the

buyer may give the seller some clues about his/her available budget, but he/she usually does not let

the seller know his/her exact price preferences (Zeng and Sycara, 1998). In such cases, the proposer

needs to learn about the other participants using their decisions about the offered proposals and, if

available, the supplementary information such as their arguments. The learning/estimation process

happens in the opponent modeling component. The knowledge gained about other parties through

opponent modeling is then fed back to the proposal-preparation module to help the proposer find

and offer more agreeable proposals; thus, increasing the probability of reaching an agreement in a

timely manner.

There is a vast area of literature discussing opponent modeling that will be presented in details

in Chapter 4. However, the proposed approaches are not applicable in our targeted negotiation

context due to several reasons. For instance, most approaches mine the data from previous similar

negotiations to find the model of negotiators based on their behavior (Robu and La Poutre, 2006)

and others determine the opponents’ class based on some predefined categories and treat them

according to their classes (Hindriks and Tykhonov, 2008). The above-mentioned approaches are

not applicable in our target negotiation context since there is not any historical data or classification

information available.

1.1.2 Problem statement

The two explained modules, proposal preparation and opponent modeling, are fundamental com-

ponents of automated negotiation and this study focuses on designing and developing them. For
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preparing proposals, three main challenges need to be addressed:

1. Considering multi-issue negotiations, how to select a proposal from the large, multi-

dimensional space of possible solutions so that it a) has a high probability of being

accepted by the participants; b) maximizes the proposer’s benefit; and c) considers

the interrelations and correlations among the negotiation issues/attributes.

2. Considering multi-participant negotiations, when offering a proposal, how to take

into account the preferences of every participant without compromising the others’.

3. Considering argumentation-based negotiations, how to use the arguments received

from the opponents to a) learn their evaluation strategies and their agreement space;

and b) improve the probability of their agreement with the proposal.

To address these issues, the state-of-the-art techniques are either using pre-known informa-

tion about opponents or follow a proposal-based approach using concession-making techniques.

As discussed in Section 1.1.1 (The proposal preparation module), these techniques are not ap-

plicable to the context of argumentation-based negotiations in which prior information about the

participants is not available. Preparing proposals with high agreement probability for more than

one opponent (multi-participant negotiation) in a multi-issue argumentation-based negotiation is,

therefore, a challenge that is not addressed in the literature. The main challenges for opponent

modeling are:

1. The decision-making (proposal-evaluation) models of the opponents need to be

mathematically defined for computer agents. The closer the model to real human

behaviors, the more complicated the model; i.e., the model involves a more signifi-

cant number of parameters to estimate.

2. No prior knowledge about the negotiators is available. Therefore, at the beginning

the of negotiation, the agents have no pre-classification information about their op-

ponents.
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3. No data about previous similar negotiations with similar participants is available.

Therefore, data-mining approaches, supervised and unsupervised machine-learning

approaches, are not applicable.

4. The goal is reaching an agreement in fewer rounds of negotiation even if there

are many negotiation issues involved. Therefore, learning approaches whose time-

complexity dramatically increases by the number of parameters to be learned, such

as reinforcement learning, cannot be applied due to time constraints.

1.1.3 Objectives

The main objective of this research is to develop an automated multi-issue multi-participant ne-

gotiation approach that mimics real-world negotiations while improving the efficiency of the ne-

gotiation process. This objective is achieved by developing systematic approaches proposed for

modeling participants’ behavior, learning their preferences and then adjusting the offered proposal

based on the learned criteria with the aim of reaching a win-win agreement. This research has,

therefore, three specific objectives:

1. Handling the vagueness of the evaluation outcomes received from the stakeholders

by representing them in the form of numerical information processable by an agent-

based model

2. Providing the proposer agent with a real-time learning/estimation approach so that

it can learn other participants’ preferences in a reasonable number of negotiation

rounds using solely the proposal evaluation outcomes and arguments it receives

from them and no extra information.

3. Developing a proposal-preparation approach so that the offered proposal has a high

probability of being accepted by all the opponents while being beneficial to the

proposer regardless of the number of negotiation issues and/or participants.
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4. Assessing the applicability of the proposed approaches using relevant case studies.

The developed negotiation approach is extensively assessed via two case studies of energy-system

planning (explained in Section 2.4.1) and real estate (explained in Section 2.4.2), both with a

large space of possible solutions, one involving several contradicting participants and the other

involving a large number of negotiation issues. The first case-study is an example of negotiations

in the context of environmental resource management. This type of negotiations is an important

case of multi-issue multi-participant negotiations, and, due to their crucial role construction and

development projects, they are an inseparable part of our daily life. The second case study is about

the negotiations that happen in the context of buying/selling a real estate. This case is used to

evaluate the scalability and performance of the proposed approach when the negotiation involves

a larger number of issues.

1.1.4 Main Contributions

Based on the stated objectives, the main contributions of this study are:

1. Developing an estimation approach based on unscented particle filtering so that the

proposer agent can learn its opponents’ preferences in a few rounds of negotiation.

The stakeholders’ evaluation models are defined using fuzzy sets. The only required

information is the fuzzy scores the stakeholders assign to the offered proposals as

well as any argument they may provide in support of their decisions. The efficiency

of this learning process is high even in multi-issue, multi-participant negotiations.

2. Proposing a graphical model to represent the negotiation issues and to map their

relations with one another and with participants’ preferences. This graphical model

is optimized using belief propagation to find the appropriate values for the proposal

attributes. This model is able to handle a large number of attributes (issues) and

is augmented with a z-scoring approach to handle the conflicting preferences of

multiple participants.
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3. Applying the proposed approaches to the case studies of energy-system and real

estate and proving the efficiency of the proposed negotiation model using extensive

experiments.

1.1.5 Assumptions and limitations

The following assumptions are made throughout this thesis:

1. Opponents are logical and do not act randomly; i.e.,, their strategy does not change

dramatically during the negotiation.

2. The set of the negotiation issues (attributes) is defined before the negotiation starts

and cannot be modified during the negotiation process

1.1.6 Thesis structure

The remainder of this thesis is outlined as follows. Chapter 2 presents the proposed probabilistic

graphical model and the belief propagation-based approach that infers this model to find a proper

proposal in every round of negotiation. Chapter 3 discusses the history of using machine learn-

ing techniques in automated negotiation and particularly in the context of environmental resource

management as a very well-known example of multi-issue multi-participant negotiations. Chapter

4 presents the proposed opponent learning approach. Finally, Chapter 5 presents a summary of the

research outcomes. This chapter ends with conclusions and possible directions for future research.
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Chapter 2

Belief Propagation-based Proposal Preparation in Automated

Negotiation

Article Presentation

Background

This chapter is part of the thesis related to the third and fourth objectives, namely developing a pro-

posal preparation approach and assessing it using different case studies. This chapter is originally

published as a book chapter ”Using Belief Propagation-based Proposal Preparation for Automated

Negotiation over Environmental Issues” in ”Theory and Application of Reuse, Integration, and

Data Science” by Springer in 2018.

To address the challenges of proposal preparation in automated negotiation, this chapter presents

a novel approach that models the proposal-selection problem as a Markov Random Field (MRF)

and optimizes it using min-sum loopy belief propagation. This approach takes into account all

the participants’ preferences and, therefore, reduces the disagreements over the offered propos-

als. This proposal-preparation component works closely with argument-handling and opponent-

learning components to improve the results as the negotiation proceeds. However, as the main

focus of this chapter is proposal preparation, a conventional technique of opponent learning (i.e.,

frequency-based approach) is used in this chapter. This way, we can make sure that the improve-

ments in the negotiation efficiency are all made by the suggested proposal-preparation approach.

The opponent-learning component is further addressed in Chapter 4.
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Figure 2.1: Proposal preparation flowchart

General Methodology

The negotiation starts by the proposer with sending a proposal to stakeholder agents and receiving

their evaluations (accept/reject + arguments). The argument-handling component then processes

the arguments and revises the proposer’s understanding of the stakeholders. The next step is updat-

ing the MRF model of the stakeholders and negotiation issues. The updated model is then solved

using belief propagation, and a proposal is selected for each stakeholder based on its so-far learned

preferences. Finally, a z-scoring technique is used to select a final proposal among the prepared

proposals by considering the conflicts among the stakeholders. Figure 2.1 represents the steps of

the proposed methodology. The following chapter discusses these steps in detail.
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2.1 Abstract

Automated negotiation is used as a tool for modeling human interactions with the aim of mak-

ing decisions when participants have conflicting preferences. Although automated negotiation is

extensively applied in different fields (e.g., e-commerce), its application in environmental stud-

ies is still unexplored. This paper focuses on negotiation in environmental resource-management

projects. The primary objective of this study is to reach agreement/conclusion as fast as possible.

To achieve this objective, an agent-based model with two novel characteristics is proposed. The

first is automating the process of proposal offering using Markov Random Fields and belief prop-

agation (BP). The second is the ability to estimate stakeholders’ preferences through an argument

handling (AH) model. The experiments demonstrated that the AH model and the BP-based pro-

posal preparation (BPPP) approach improve the performance of the negotiation process. A com-

bination of these two modules outperforms the conventional utility-based approach by decreasing

the number of negotiation rounds up to 50%.

2.2 Introduction

Negotiation is known as one of the prominent ways of reaching an agreement when the decision

makers have opposing interests Van Kleef et al. (2006). In the past few decades, negotiation has

been studied from different perspectives such as psychology Pruitt and Carnevale (1993), economy

Kreps (1990), and computer science Jennings et al. (2001). These studies investigate the compli-

cated nature of a negotiation process to make it more efficient and reliable. However, the nature of

the negotiation process highly depends on the context in which the negotiation occurs. While in

some contexts the negotiation takes place between two parties (e.g., one buyer and one seller) over

one single issue (e.g., the price of a product), the negotiation process involves multiple issues and

multiple participants in other contexts. Environmental resource management is one of the domains

that require negotiation among multiple stakeholders with different viewpoints over a variety of

environmental and non-environmental issues. Particularly, negotiation can play a crucial role in
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the context of managing common-pool environmental resources. These resources are shared by

a group of stakeholders and can be overused or congested due to poor management. An instance

of such resource-management problem occurs in developing a new electricity transmission line

between two locations, where each possible transmission line is a proposal over which negotiation

should occur. Each proposal is itself a function of several attributes (criteria), e.g., environmental

damage in different forms, development cost, influence on population, and impact on land. Past

studies have shown that modeling negotiation over common-pool environmental resources using

simulation tools can facilitate the decision making and management processes considerably Os-

trom et al. (1994); Bousquet and Trébuil (2005). Automated negotiation, which is facilitated by an

agent-based model (ABM), is one of these tools. In this model, a set of intelligent agents interact

with each other and search the space of potential agreements to find a (set of) mutually acceptable

agreement(s). Automated negotiation has received considerable attention in several domains such

as supply chain management Fink (2006), political studies Aragonès and Dellunde (2008), and e-

commerce Dworman et al. (1996); Zeng and Sycara (1998); Faratin et al. (2002); Ramchurn et al.

(2006); Shojaiemehr and Rafsanjani (2018). However, only a few studies have considered model-

ing stakeholders’ negotiations over environmental issues using ABM Akhbari and Grigg (2013);

Okumura et al. (2013); Pooyandeh and Marceau (2013, 2014); Alfonso et al. (2014). Apart from

the lack of mutual collaborations between scientists in the areas of artificial intelligence (AI) and

environmental studies, the other reasons for scarcity of automated negotiations over environmen-

tal issues include the high level of uncertainty in these issues, the high-stakes decisions, and the

involved stakeholders who are not usually willing to reveal the details of their preferences. These

factors may cause the negotiations to take too long, sometimes even without reaching an agree-

ment. In this paper, new approaches are proposed to facilitate and accelerate automated dynamic

negotiation over environmental issues. The following section provides a summary of the studies

related to automated negotiation with a focus on environmental issues.
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2.2.1 Related work

An agent-based model (ABM) is a computational model for simulating collective behaviors in

which autonomous elements, called agents, with a predetermined set of goals and actions, imitate

intelligent units of the environment Wooldridge (2001). One of the main characteristics of ABM

is its autonomy as there is no global control over the agents, and they do not operate based on a

globally consistent knowledge base. These agents communicate and interact with each other to

exchange knowledge and achieve their goals Oprea (2004). ABM has been employed in various

domains such as transportation management Jennings et al. (1995), telecommunication Bäumer

and Magedanz (1999), business Jennings et al. (1996) and electronic commerce Cao et al. (2015).

Automated negotiation is another application of ABM in which negotiation among different parties

is modeled using agents and their interactions.

Three main approaches have been applied in automated negotiation: the game theory, the

heuristic approach, and the argumentation-based negotiation (ABN) Jennings et al. (2001). Game

theory originates from research conducted by Neumann and Morgenstern Von Neumann and Mor-

genstern (1945) and has its roots in economics. It provides the mathematical foundation for the

analysis of interactions between self-interested agents MacKenzie and DaSilva (2006). The heuris-

tic approach attempts to overcome limitations of the game theory techniques by finding a satisfac-

tory, sub-optimal solution instead of an optimal one Kraus and Lehmann (1995); Barbuceanu and

Lo (2000); An and Lesser (2012); Aydogan et al. (2013). Both game theory and heuristic ap-

proaches are proposal-based. That is, exchanging proposals is the only way through which those

agents can gain information about their opponents. However, a proposal is only a point in the

agreement space and contains information about neither the proposing agent nor the other parties.

In this paper, the argumentation-based negotiation (ABN) approach is employed as it better fits the

context of the stated problem. In ABN approaches, in addition to the proposals and reject/accept

decisions, the agents can exchange supplementary information, called arguments, in support of

their decisions or against their opponents’ decisions Jennings et al. (1998). That is, in addition to
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rejecting an offer (namely a proposal), an agent can explain which parts of the proposal are against

his preferences. Different forms of arguments, rewards, treats or appeals are discussed in the lit-

erature Ramchurn et al. (2006). One of the benefits of sharing this information is facilitating the

process of estimating the space of potential agreements and, therefore, expediting the negotiation

process. The agents in ABN approaches can interpret the arguments and take advantage of them

through an estimation mechanism. They are, therefore, designed with more components compared

with the non-ABN agents; these components are in charge of generating and interpreting the argu-

ments Rahwan et al. (2003). The argumentation-based approach has received significant attention

within the last 20 years due to its potential in modeling real-world negotiations Sycara (1990);

Parsons and Jennings (1996); Parsons et al. (1998); Kakas and Moraitis (2006); Rahwan et al.

(2004); Karunatillake et al. (2009); El-Sisi and Mousa (2012). Wang et al. applied ABN on supply

chain formation where the agents use argumentation to understand the preferences of the other

participants Wang et al. (2009). In another study, ABN has been used in the design of complex

infrastructure systems with many components and layers of subsystems Marashi and Davis (2006).

They proposed a systematic way to decompose the system into subsystems and sub-processes by

identifying the objectives and criteria of each process and then resolving the conflicts among them

using argumentation-based negotiation. ABN has also been widely employed in e-commerce El-

Sisi and Mousa (2012); Zhang et al. (2012); Jain and Dahiya (2012); Zhang et al. (2010). For

example, El-Sisi and Mousa have proposed a bargaining negotiation framework in which classic

non-ABN agents are compared to ABN agents in terms of the quality of the reached agreement

and number of unsuccessful negotiations El-Sisi and Mousa (2012).

Research related to argumentation-based negotiation have mainly followed three major direc-

tions Karunatillake et al. (2009). In the first one, called argumentation-based defeasible reasoning,

arguments about different alternatives are gathered and compared with other available arguments

to find possible conflicts. The argumentation system then tries to resolve the conflicts by analyzing

the relationship among the arguments (e.g., support, attack, conflict, etc.) and update the agent’s
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beliefs accordingly Chesnevar et al. (2000); Prakken and Vreeswijk (2002); Tamani et al. (2015);

Thomopoulos et al. (2015). The second approach is used in case studies where the system needs to

generate and send rhetorical statements to the user. Here, arguments are characterized as structures

(schema) for generating persuasive feedback Gilbert et al. (2004). The third group of studies in

this area employ arguments as a model of interaction when there are conflicts between negotiating

parties. The arguments in this approach are generated under the structure of dialogue games using

a common communication language and based on a set of pre-defined rules governing the nego-

tiation Karunatillake et al. (2009). The argument handling in the current study follows the third

direction as the agents communicate and generate arguments using a dialogue protocol, a set of

negotiation rules and a communication language. The formal analysis of the relationships among

arguments is therefore out of the scope of this paper. That is, arguments are represented as phrases

justifying the agents’ decisions for rejecting/accepting an offer and all the agents’ arguments will

be considered in advancing the negotiation regardless of possible conflicts among them. It is also

assumed that the negotiation parties only submit reasonable and sensible arguments.

The order of offered proposals is another critical matter in the negotiation process that needs

to receive more attention. The order by which the proposals are selected and offered to nego-

tiation parties may dramatically influence the pace of the negotiation process and the quality of

its outcomes. This is specifically important when the space of potential agreements is large and

high-dimensional. However, for the proposing agent, determining the right proposal based on his

limited knowledge of the preferences of the other parties is a challenging task. In the current study,

we applied a belief propagation-based approach to tackle this problem. Belief propagation-based

techniques have rarely been used in automated negotiation. In Robu et al. (2005); Hadfi and Ito

(2015, 2016), a belief propagation-based technique is employed to represent the utility space and

facilitate its exploration. The focus of these studies is the optimal solution for one participant

using his utility graph and constraints. However, such an approach is not applicable to environ-

mental negotiations, in which many participants with multiple perspectives are involved, and all
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their preferences should be considered simultaneously.

2.2.2 Objectives and contributions

In this paper, we present an automated negotiation solution for modeling negotiations over multi-

criteria, multi-participant decision-making problems, such as the ones that happen in environmen-

tal resource management. The main objective of this solution is to reach agreement/conclusion in

as few rounds of negotiation as possible. This work is an extension of our previous conference

presentation Eshragh et al. (2017).

The proposed solution is implemented as an ABM with several processing modules and knowl-

edge bases. The novel characteristics of this ABM are twofold: further automation and intelli-

gence. The first novelty is based on automating the proposal-offering process. This problem is

graphically modeled as hidden Markov Random Fields (MRF), where attributes of the proposals

are considered as observable nodes, and the possible values (states) of the attributes are the hid-

den variables. A joint probabilistic model, which depends on preferences of negotiation parties, is

built over the attributes and hidden variables. The direct statistical dependencies between hidden

variables are modeled by connecting hidden variables via undirected edges in the graph. A pair of

states are connected if they can simultaneously be used to form a proposal, and the length of this

edge describes their consistency. Inference on this graphical model is performed using min-sum

loopy belief propagation. Having all available information in one MRF model, the best offer is se-

lected in each round of negotiation. As the negotiation proceeds, the model is dynamically rebuilt

based on re-estimating the preferences of negotiation parties, which is performed by the second

contribution of this paper. To this end, an argument handling (AH) module is developed, using

which the agents exchange information with the proposer agent in each round of negotiation. The

module applies the exchanged information to update the knowledge of the proposer agent about the

preferences of the other parties. The proposer agent, then, uses these new preference estimations

to rebuild the MRF model and prepare a more mutually acceptable proposal. The dynamic nature

of the MRF in combination with the AH model makes the system a very suitable match for the
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target problem. The proposed method is successfully employed in the case study of energy-system

planning. We have also evaluated this method in a real-estate case study to verify the performance

when dealing with larger problems regarding the search space and the dimensionality of the in-

volved criteria.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. In section 2.3, the components of automated

negotiation are described. Two case studies, energy-system planning in Alberta and King County

House Sales, as well as experiments, implementation details, and the results are discussed in sec-

tion 2.4. The conclusions are presented in section 2.5.

2.3 Automated Negotiation

Automated negotiation consists of three main components: negotiation protocol, negotiation ob-

ject, and negotiation strategy (Lomuscio et al., 2001). The negotiation protocol defines the set of

rules governing the interactions between agents. It determines the possible types of participants,

the negotiation phases, the negotiation rules, and the possible actions for each participant in each

phase. In this study we have two types of agents. The first one is the proposer agent, representing

the party in charge of preparing and offering proposals in each round of negotiation. The sec-

ond type of negotiating agents represents other stakeholders who receive the proposals and decide

whether to agree or disagree with them. In accordance with most real-world negotiations, it is as-

sumed that the proposer agent offers only one proposal in each round of negotiation and conceals

his knowledge of other possible offers from other agents. The agents follow a simple protocol,

shown in Fig. 2.2. Rectangles in this figure represent the set of actions and the lines between them

show the order of possible moves between these actions. The proposer initiates the negotiation

process by sending an offer to the stakeholder agent. The proposed offer will be either accepted

or rejected by the agent. In case of rejection, the proposer will ask for the reason (Challenge) and

receives an argument (or a set of arguments) in response (Assert). The process continues till the

stakeholder accepts the offered proposal or the proposer calls for a withdrawal of the process. The
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Figure 2.2: Negotiation Protocol

call for withdrawal happens when the proposer runs out of proposals (i.e. all possible proposals

are already offered and rejected by the stakeholders). Here, we assume all agents are rational.

The second component of automated negotiation, called negotiation object, corresponds to the

range of criteria over which the negotiation happens. The proposed methodology handles multi-

criteria negotiations. In each round of negotiation, the proposer assigns values to this set of criteria

which all together form a proposal. The stakeholders have to decide whether they accept this

proposal or reject it. In this study, we assume that the criteria (attributes) can be numerically quan-

tified. The third component is the agents’ decision-making process, also called agents’ strategy,

used by the agents to act according to the negotiation protocol. It is basically the agent’s plan for

achieving its goals (Lomuscio et al., 2001). While the negotiation protocol is public and available

to all participants, the agent’s strategy is always private. In this study, the proposer agent’s strat-

egy is more about the way it prepares a proposal while the stakeholder agents’ strategies explain

how they evaluate a received proposal and generate arguments about their decisions. In the next

sections, these strategies will be explained in more details.

In section 2.3.1, the ABM and its components are presented. In section 2.3.2, the problem

of automated negotiation is broken down and formulated. Sections 2.3.3 and 2.3.4 describe the

BPPP approach and the statistical solution to determine the final proposal in each round of the

negotiation. Section 2.3.5 presents the details of argument handling model.
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2.3.1 Agent-based model

In this study, an ABM has been employed to model a one-to-many type of negotiation among

stakeholders with different perspectives. Each agent in the model has preferences over certain

criteria that are designed based on the stakeholder’s concerns and interests. These stakeholders

represent the groups or individuals who are either involved in the decision-making process or

affected by the final decision (Freeman, 2010).

Each agent in the ABM has access to a set of private and public knowledge bases contain-

ing information about the agent’s goals, beliefs, and preferences. This information is gathered

either from public documents and datasets or directly from the stakeholders. A part of the agents’

knowledge that relates to the external environment and other participants may change during the

negotiation as a result of re-estimation processes. In the proposed model, the re-estimation process

happens in the argument handling model, explained in section 2.3.5. The proposer agent has a pro-

posal database of all possible alternatives as well as a database for previously offered proposals.

These records can be used for keeping track of negotiation rounds and future references (Rahwan

et al., 2004). All agents have databases of their preferences and criteria. This database is utilized

in assessing alternatives and generating arguments during the negotiation process.

A schematic representation of the negotiation system developed in this study is displayed in

Fig. 2.3. The system includes an ABM as well as the databases and the external modules required

for generating proposals, selecting among them, and handling the arguments.

2.3.2 Problem statement

Consider a set of x+1 stakeholders, S =
{

sp,s1,s2, · · · ,sx
}

, who are negotiating over a set of pro-

posals, P =
{

p1, p2, · · · , py
}

. Here, sp represents the proposer agent who initiates the negotiation

and proposes a new offer in each round. Each proposal p j( j = 1, · · · ,y) is described by a set of

attributes A = {a1,a2, · · · ,az}; that is, proposal p j is a unique combination of the values of these

attributes as A j =
{

a j
1,a

j
2, · · · ,a

j
z

}
. The preference thresholds of stakeholder si(i = 1, · · · ,x) over
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Figure 2.3: A schematic representation of the proposed negotiation system

attribute ak(k = 1, · · · ,z) is represented as his minimum and maximum acceptable values for that

attribute, denoted by Minak,si and Maxak,si . The agents negotiate to find a proposal, if any, that

meets all agents’ preferences. Without loss of generality, we assumed that all agents (e.g., stake-

holders) have the same importance in the negotiation process. The negotiation ends when either

all agents agree on a proposal, or the proposer confirms that there is no more proposal to offer and

terminates the negotiation without reaching an agreement.

2.3.3 Belief propagation-based proposal preparation (BPPP)

In each round of negotiation, a proposal is selected by the proposer agent to be offered to the

stakeholders. The goal of the proposer is to find a proposal that is aligned with his preferences

and has the highest probability of being accepted by other agents. In the beginning, the proposer

agent knows nothing about the stakeholders’ preferences; therefore, it acts based on its preferences

as well as some assumptions about the ranges of acceptable values by other agents. However, as

the negotiation proceeds and the feedback (e.g., agent’s decisions and arguments) are received, he

gradually learns about other participants’ preferences. He will then utilize the recently learned

knowledge about a particular stakeholder in finding a potential agreement with that stakeholder.

From the probabilistic point of view, this proposal preparation process can be modeled as an infer-
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ence problem; That is, the proposer infers the most probable proposal given the likelihood (based

on the preferences of a specific stakeholder over each attribute of the proposal) and the prior (based

on the interdependence of specific attributes). In the current study, the proposal preparation prob-

lem is modeled using Markov Random Fields (MRF) where belief propagation is applied to ap-

proximate the inference.

In the MRF, for each stakeholder si an undirected graph is defined with attributes A= { a1,a2, · · ·

, az } as its nodes. Each attribute ak(k = 1, · · · ,z) has a set of alternate states (values) Vak ={
vk

1,v
k
2, · · · ,vk

nk

}
. The problem is finding the optimal state for each attribute and then identify-

ing the most optimal proposal among all possible alternatives P =
{

p1, p2, · · · , py
}

based on the

selected states. To figure this problem out, the proposer needs to know the preferences of the

stakeholder si , namely {Minak,si , Maxak,si}. However, in real-world situations, stakeholders usu-

ally do not share this sort of information, and it is often considered private. Therefore, the proposer

agent starts with an estimation of these thresholds and tries to learn them through the feedback he

receives from others.

To solve this optimization problem, an energy minimization framework can be employed where

a global energy function penalizes each alternative for being either dissatisfactory to the stake-

holder (unary cost) or not consistent with other attributes’ values (binary cost). The dissatisfaction

level of a state of an attribute for stakeholder si is defined as the unary cost of that state. In math-

ematical terms, the cost of assigning state vk
l (l = 1, · · · ,nk) of node ak(k = 1, · · · ,z) in negotiation

with stakeholder si, the unary cost Uk
l,i, is defined as follows.

UCsi(v
k
l ) =Uk

l,i = (vk
l −Minak,si)/(Maxak,si−Minak,si) (2.1)

This reverse-scoring function is selected to reflect the fact that the further the cost of an alter-

native is from the stakeholder’s preferences, the lower the chance of its selection.

The binary cost is defined to enforce the compatibility between two states of two different

attributes. It enforces the fact that two states of any two attributes should belong to the same
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proposal for them to appear together. Quantitatively, the binary cost of the combination of the

state vk1
l1

of node ak1 and state vk2
l2

of node ak2(k1 = 1, · · · ,z and k2 = 1, · · · ,z) , denoted as Bk1,k2
l1,l2

, is

calculated as below.

Bk1,k2
l1,l2

=



∞, if P1∩P2 = /0

∑ j|p j∈P1∩P2
c j

|P1∩P2| , if P1∩P2 6= /0

(2.2)

In Equation 2.2, P1 ⊂ P is a sub-set of all the proposals that are compliant with state vk1
l1

; i.e.,

P1 =
{

p j|a j
k1
= vk1

l1

}
. Similarly, P2⊂P is a sub-set of all the proposals that are compliant with state

vk2
l2

; i.e., P2 =
{

p j|a j
k2
= vk2

l2

}
. Also, the variable c j refers to the cost of the proposal p j according

to the proposer himself.

Having the unary and binary costs, a belief propagation-based approach is used to find the

solution with the minimum energy. Here, the belief of node ak1(k1 = 1, · · · ,z) about its state

vk1
l1
(l1 = 1, · · · ,nk1) during the negotiation with stakeholder si(i = 1, · · · ,x) is defined as,

belk1(v
k1
l1
) =Uk1

l1,i
+ ∑

akt∈Nk1

msgkt→k1(v
k1
l1
) (2.3)

where Uk1
l1,i

is the unary cost of state vk1
l1

for node ak1; the set Nk1 includes all the nodes connected

to ak1; and, msgkt→k1(v
k1
l1
) is the message that node ak1 receives from the node akt about the state

vk1
l1

, which is defined as follows.

msgkt→k1(v
k1
l1
) = minlt=1,..,nkt

(Ukt
lt ,i +Bk1,kt

l1,lt

+ ∑
aku∈{Nkt \ak1}

msgku→kt (v
kt
lt ))

(2.4)

Here, Ukt
lt ,i is the unary cost of state vkt

lt for node akt ; Bk1,kt
l1,lt

is the binary cost of the state vk1
l1

of

node ak1 and state vkt
lt of node akt ; and, the set

{
Nkt \ak1

}
includes all the nodes connected to akt

except ak1 .
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The nodes pass messages to each other for several iterations till we ensure all information has

been transmitted through messages, and the beliefs of all the nodes about their states reach a steady

state. In this stage, the solution is the set of the attribute states with the lowest belief values.

2.3.4 Z-scoring approach for selecting among the prepared proposals

The proposer agent builds one MRF model, explained in section 2.3.3, for each stakeholder in-

volved in the negotiation process to find a proposal with the highest acceptance likelihood for that

particular stakeholder. By the end of the BPPP processes, the proposer has x-number of proposals

(each prepared for a stakeholder). Therefore, he needs to choose one of these proposals as the final

one to offer. In this study, we applied z-scoring to facilitate the selection among these proposals.

A z-score indicates how many standard deviations a score is from the mean. For the score γ , the

z-score, shown as ζ , is calculated as below,

ζ =
γ−µ

σ
(2.5)

where γ and σ are the mean and standard deviation of the population, respectively. This is the

way that a z-score is calculated for the values of one attribute. Here, however, we are dealing with

proposals, which usually are consisted of more than one attribute. To calculate the z-score for each

alternate proposal in our database, the process shown in Fig. 2.4 is used.

In the first step, the z-score for each attribute is calculated. The first requirement for analyzing

the z-score is calculating the mean and the standard deviation of each attribute over all the propos-

als. Considering µak and σak as the mean and standard deviation of attribute ak, the z-score of a j
k

(the value of attribute ak in proposal p j) is calculated as follows.

ζ
j

k =
a j

k−µak

σak

(2.6)

The next step is calculating the mean and standard deviation of the z-scores of all attributes for
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Figure 2.4: The method of calculating the z-score for each alternative proposal

each proposal. For proposal p j, these values are calculated as in Equations 2.7 and 2.8,

µ j =
∑

z
k=1 ζ

j
k

z
(2.7)

σ j =

√
∑

z
k=1 (ζ

j
k −µ j)

2

z
(2.8)

where z is the total number of attributes.

In the final step, each proposal p j is represented by a point in the 2D Euclidean space, with

Cartesian coordinates of (µ j,σ j). The proposal with the least distance to the origin will be then
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selected and offered by the proposer agent to the other agents in the current round of negotiation.

2.3.5 Argument handling model

Once a proposal is offered, stakeholder agents start to evaluate it based on their preferences. Based

on the results of these evaluations, the agents send feedback to the proposer. If the offered proposal

meets all the preferences of a stakeholder, it will be accepted by that particular stakeholder agent

with no further comments. However, if the agent evaluates the proposal as unacceptable, the

proposer asks for the reason behind this decision and the stakeholder will support his decision by

a (set of) relative argument(s) sent to the proposer. These steps are shown in Fig.2.2 with ‘Accept’,

‘Reject’, ‘Challenge’ and ‘Assert’ boxes. Definition 2.3.1 represents a more formal representation

of these steps. This definition is a modified version of the communication language proposed in

(Karunatillake et al., 2009).

Definition 2.3.1. Communication Language

ACCEPT

Usage: Accept(sp, si, p).

Informal Meaning: Accept the proposal p, proposed by proposer agent sp to stakeholder agent si

REJECT

Usage: Reject(si, sp, p).

Informal Meaning: Reject the proposal p proposed by proposer agent sp to stakeholder agent si

CHALLENGE

Usage: Challenge(sp, si, Reject(si,sp,p))

Informal Meaning: Proposer agent sp Challenges the justification of stakeholder agent si for re-

jecting proposal p.

ASSERT

Usage: Assert(si, sp, Challenge(sp, si, Reject(si, sp, p)), λ )

Informal Meaning: si Asserts a particular set of arguments λ to sp in response to challenging its
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rejection decision.

The agents employ this notation to exchange proposals and feedback. Our focus, however, is

on the way the argument received from the stakeholder agents affect the beliefs of the proposer

agent.

2.3.6 Simple frequency-based argument processing1

Based on the argument received from stakeholder si, the proposer improves his estimations of

the preference thresholds of si about each attribute, {Minak,si,Maxak,si}. If at the tth round of

negotiation, the argument received from stakeholder si states that the value of attribute ak is too

high, then the upper-bound of the preference limit should be revised. The current upper-bound,

Maxt
ak,si

, is then re-estimated to Maxt+1
ak,si

as below,

Maxt+1
ak,si

=



a j
k, if Maxt

ak,si
> a j

k

Maxt
ak,si
− (η×Maxt

ak,si
), if Maxt

ak,si
≤ a j

k

(2.9)

where a j
k is the value of attribute ak in the current proposal p j and η represents the ratio by which

the upper-bound of the preference limit is updated.

On the other hand, if the feedback received from stakeholder si argues that the value of attribute

ak is too low, then the lower-bound of the preference limit should be readjusted. The current lower-

bound, Mint
ak,si

, is then updated to Mint+1
ak,si

using the following equation.

Mint+1
ak,si

=



a j
k, if Mint

ak,si
≤ a j

k

Mint
ak,si

+(η×Mint
ak,si

), if Mint
ak,si

> a j
k

(2.10)

Here, η represents the ratio by which the lower-bound of the preference limit is re-estimated.

1This method is selected due to its popularity in the literature and will be replaced with a novel approach in Chapter
4
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The new preference limits for attribute ak according to stakeholder si will be then used to

update the unary cost of its lth state by substituting the preference thresholds in Equation 2.1 with

the new preference limits from Equations 2.9 and 2.10. After updating the unary costs based

on the received arguments, the BPPP approach will be used again to find the most appropriate

proposal for the next round of negotiation. The process will continue till either all agents agree on

a proposal or they terminate the negotiation with no agreement.

2.4 Experiments

We applied the proposed methodology in two different case studies; the first case, which discusses

the energy- system planning in Alberta, deals with a set of GIS data, gathered from Alberta Biodi-

versity Monitoring Institute (ABMI) and Alberta Environment and Parks (AEP) public resources.

The second case contains real estate data from King County, US, between May 2014 and May

2015. Although this case study is not related to environmental issues, it involves multi-criteria,

multi-participant negotiations and gives us the opportunity to assess the performance and scalabil-

ity of our proposed method on a problem with a larger solution space. The dataset includes 21614

records (comparing to 100 alternatives in the case study related to energy-system planning) and

higher data dimensionality (eight attributes for each proposal comparing to five attributes in the

case study related to energy-system planning).

In these experiments, the performance of a negotiation method is measured as the number of

rounds within which the negotiation process terminates. The termination happens either when

participants reach a mutually acceptable agreement or when searching for the possible agreement

stops (e.g., due to time restriction or finding no agreement among the participants) (Jennings et al.,

2001).

To examine the performance of the proposed techniques, a set of experiments has been de-

signed. These experiments evaluate the effect of the AH model and BPPP approach on the perfor-

mance of the negotiation process. We have also analyzed different settings in the BPPP approach
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to find the optimal intervals for attribute-value discretization in the first case study. To compare the

performance of the proposed negotiation strategy with the utility-based approach, we have con-

ducted another set of experiments for both case studies. The utility-based approach is one of the

most popular methods of evaluating proposals and is usually simplified to the weighted average of

attribute values. That is, the utility of proposal p j for stakeholder si is calculated as:

Utilityi(p j) =
z

∑
k=1

(wi
k×a j

k) (2.11)

where wi
k is the weight of attribute ak according to stakeholder si and a j

k is the value of attribute ak

in proposal p j.

The rest of this section explains the case studies and the conducted experiments for each case

study.

2.4.1 Case study A: energy-system planning in Alberta

During the past decade, the electricity demand in Alberta has arisen, and more reliable electricity

grids need to be developed to transfer the generated power to the consumers. Besides selecting

among available technologies (e.g., transmission lines and substations), finding the most reason-

able routing option (to link the supply source and the demand center) is a key problem in these

sorts of projects where both environmental and non-environmental factors are involved. In the

first case study of this research, we investigated an electricity transmission project, in which the

supply source is a hydropower plant near Slave River and Forth Smith city at the border of Alberta

and Northwest Territories. It is shown as a red star on the map of Fig. 2.5. “Thickwood Hills

951s” and “Ells River 2079s” are the substations nominated to receive the transferred electricity.

Orange triangles illustrate these two substations in Fig. 2.5. There are many alternative routes

to connect the hydropower plant and the proposed substations, and the goal is to find the one that

satisfies every stakeholder involved in the project. To achieve this goal, a set of criteria has to be

considered, e.g., the area, type, and the coverage of the land that will be affected, the development

and construction costs, the environmental impacts (e.g., wildlife), and the population that will be
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Table 2.1: Significant stakeholders in the project on energy-system planning

Stakeholder category Group name Agent name Primary concerns

First Nations Community,
Aboriginal and
Native American
Relations in
TransCanada

FN Damage to first
nation reserves
(FN value)

Treaty 8 First Na-
tions of Alberta

Environmentally focused groups Alberta Environ-
ment and Sus-
tainable Resource
Development

AEP Damage to forest
areas (Forest
value), wildlife
(Wildlife value),
and wetlands
(Wetland value)

Industries on the transmission side ATCO Electric TFO (Proposer) Construction
costs

AltaLink

influenced by the route.

In our study, three categories of stakeholders are considered, including: first nations, industrial

parties, and environmentally-focused groups (Table 2.1). Each category has preferences over a

set of issues (attributes) based on their primary interests and concerns. For example, stakeholders

in the environmentally-focused category are mostly concerned about specific issues including the

disturbed area of forests, wetlands and wildlife, and, therefore, their preferences on these issues

will influence their decisions during the negotiation process.

2.4.2 Data preparation and implementation

The developed ABM is implemented using thread processing in Java. The agents have some private

and public knowledge bases. Some of these databases are developed using Microsoft SQL 2010,

and the rest are shared files accessible to all the stakeholders.
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Figure 2.5: The study area located near the Slave River and Forth Smith city at the border of
Alberta and the Northwest Territories
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Specifying the search space

Several GIS data layers such as the maps of forests, lakes, rivers, caribou zones, roads, and first na-

tions’ reserves have been acquired through Alberta Biodiversity Monitoring Institute (ABMI) and

Alberta Environment and Parks (AEP) public resources. A set of alternative routes from the supply

source to the destination substations have been determined using a python script. This script uses

Arcpy library Least Cost Path (LCP) analysis to find the alternative solutions. Each alternative

path is characterized by several attributes including forest value, wildlife value, wetland value, FN

value, and construction cost. These attributes are quantified using various environmental, ecolog-

ical, cultural and economic measures. For example, the wildlife value of each path is calculated

based on the intersection of the path with wildlife-sensitive areas. The construction cost of each

path is determined based on the length of the route and the type of the land/water bodies it passes

through. Fig. 2.6 shows the alternative routes selected for this case study, which approximately

cover the whole area between the source and the destination points.

Discretizing attribute values

Since the attributes are quantified with continuous values, the number of possible states for each

attribute would be infinite. Therefore, to make the problem solvable, the continuous values of the

attributes should be reduced to finite discrete states.

The optimal number of discrete states should minimize the number of negotiation rounds. To

determine this optimal value, we have empirically evaluated the influence of five different numbers

of states (5, 10, 15, 20 and 25 states for each attribute) on the number of negotiation rounds with

and without the AH model. As it is shown in Fig. 2.7, the case with 15 states for each attribute

results in the minimum number of rounds for both settings (i.e., with/without argument handling

module). Increasing the number of states beyond 15 results in degraded performance; using very

small intervals to discretize attribute values leads to an increased number of negotiation rounds due

to increasing the number of inter-state switches that the proposer should perform to find a suitable

state. As Fig. 2.7 shows, the 5 and 10 states settings are not as efficient as 15 states setting either.
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Figure 2.6: Selected routes in the data preparation phase

These experiments show that there is a tradeoff between the size of the search space (increasing

by using small discretization intervals) and the chance of reaching states that have overlaps with

stakeholders’ preferences (increasing by using large discretization intervals). Therefore, setting

the number of the states to 15 is a compromise between the extremes (5 states and 25 states).

As a result, the values of each attribute are clustered to 15 discrete states. Then, the unary cost

of each state, as well as the binary cost of the combinations of every two states, is calculated using

Equations 1 and 2. The results of these calculations are then employed by the ABM to find the

most appropriate proposal in each round of negotiation using the BPPP approach.
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Figure 2.7: Effect of number of Ranges on rounds of negotiation

Determining the value of the parameter η

For this case-study the parameter η in equations 2.9 and 2.10 is empirically determined through

experiments on the effects of this ratio on the number of negotiation rounds. Fig.2.8 indicates

that 0.05, 0.1 values for this ratio result in less number of rounds. In the following experiments,

the value of this ratio is set to 0.05 as it causes the smallest change to the preference limit while

resulting in the least number of rounds of negotiation. Higher values of this ratio results in passing

the threshold limits in the first few rounds of negotiation and increasing the number of negotiation

rounds due to accuracy of estimations.

2.4.3 Results and discussions

The first experiment examines the effect of argument handling model on the performance of the ne-

gotiation process. Two different settings are tested in this experiment. In the first one, no argument

is passed between each stakeholder and the proposer agent. The only response that the proposer

receives from other parties is whether they accept or reject the proposal. With this setting, it takes

40 rounds of negotiation before the agents reach an agreement. In the second setting, the stake-

holders provide arguments to justify their responses. In this case, the number of the negotiation
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Figure 2.8: Effect of parameter η on rounds of negotiation

rounds decreases to 7 rounds. To have a better idea of the simulation time, the first experiment (i.e.

without AH module) with 40 negotiation rounds takes about 0.425 seconds and the second one

(i.e. with AH module) with 7 rounds takes around 0.15 seconds. About 40% of the running time

is spent in BPPP module, which is the most time consuming element of the system. Note that the

experiments were performed on a quad-core machine (Intel Core i7-860, 2.80 GHz, 8 GB RAM,

Windows 7).

Fig. 2.9 shows the attribute values of the offered proposal in each round of negotiation before

reaching an agreement with all the stakeholders. The attribute values of the offered proposals in

the first and the second settings are illustrated by blue and red lines, respectively. In each sub-plot

of Fig. 2.9, the green line represents the maximum value of the attribute which can be accepted

by the relevant agent. For instance, the sign of reaching an agreement with the FN agent is that the

“FN value” of the offered proposal becomes less than 1000 units. It should be noted that this value

and other thresholds are completely hidden from the proposer agent.

We have also conducted a set of experiments to examine how the BPPP approach affects the

negotiation process. To this end, we introduced a disagreement distance measure for each proposal
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(a)

(b)

(c)

(d)

Figure 2.9: The attribute values of the offered proposals in two different settings- the case of 15
states; (a) First-nation values; (b) wildlife values; (c) forest values; (d) wetland values
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Figure 2.10: Disagreement distances in negotiation over the first case study with and without using
the BPPP approach. The dashed lines represent the end of negotiation.

offered to the stakeholders. This measure is defined as the maximum of the average distances of

normalized attribute values in the proposal to the normalized preference thresholds of the stake-

holder. For proposal p j, the disagreement distance measure is calculated as below.

∆(p j) = Maxx
i=1(

∑
z
k=1(

∣∣∣a j
k−Tak,si

∣∣∣
z

) (2.12)

In Equation (12), a j
k is the normalized value of attribute ak in proposal p j and Tak,si is the

normalized threshold on attribute ak according to the preference of stakeholder si. The distance

∆(p j) measures the level of disagreement between the proposer and the stakeholders upon offering

the proposal p j; the less the value of ∆(p j), the higher the level of agreement. Accordingly, the

negotiation terminates when ∆(p j) reaches zero. Fig. 2.10 represents the disagreement distances

when we run the negotiations with and without using the BPPP approach. This set of experiments

has been conducted without using the AH model.

As illustrated in Fig. 2.10, without utilizing the BPPP approach, the disagreement distances

fluctuate considerably. However, the BPPP approach reduces the number of fluctuations to a great
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extent. This is because using the BPPP approach helps the proposer agent to take other stakehold-

ers’ preferences into account and therefore, reduces the disagreements to a great extent. It is shown

in Fig. 2.10 that even without arguments, the BPPP approach can speed up the negotiation process

up to approximately 1.5 times. The green and red dashed lines show where the negotiation ends

with and without BPPP, respectively.

In another set of experiments the BPPP approach has been compared with the utility-based

approach. Fig. 2.11 represents the results of these experiments with and without arguments. As

illustrated in Fig. 2.11, the BPPP approach accelerates the negotiation process regardless of using

the AH model. It is also concluded from both figures that the fluctuations in disagreement distances

are smaller when we apply the BPPP technique. The dashed lines in the charts show where the

negotiation ends for each setting 2.

2.4.4 Case study B: King County House Sales

Although the first case study shows the efficiency of the proposed methodology, we introduced

our second case study to ensure the performance, scalability, and applicability of the proposed

methodology in other negotiation contexts with larger search spaces and higher dimensionalities.

This dataset represents house sales in King County, US (Kaggle, 2017). The data provide different

attributes of the houses sold between May 2014 and May 2015. The database contains 21614

records, which let us test the performance and efficiency of our proposed techniques on a broad

set of data. We also have a larger set of attributes including price, number of bedrooms, number of

bathrooms, the house area (in sq ft), number of floors, house condition, year of built and landscape

view. Here, the negotiation happens between three agents: One representing the seller agent and

two others representing the buyers who are, for example, a couple with different perspectives and

preferences. For instance, while one of them is more concerned about the price (e.g PO agent), the

other one cares more about the construction quality and the building area (e.g., QO agent).

2Figure 2.11b seems very similar to Figure 2.10, but the values in the charts are slightly different as they refer to
two different experiments
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(a)

(b)

Figure 2.11: Disagreement distances for a sequence of offered proposals in the Utility-based ap-
proach vs. the BPPP approach (a) With arguments (b) Without arguments. The dashed lines
represent the end of negotiation.
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Figure 2.12: Disagreement distances in negotiation over the second case study with and without
AH model. The dashed lines represent the end of negotiation.

Similar experiments have been conducted on this case study, and the results confirm what

we have learned from our previous case study. Fig. 2.12 represents the level of disagreement

between all agents through the negotiation. Here, the proposer agent employs the BPPP approach

to prepare a proposal for each round. As depicted, without using the argument-handling module,

it takes around 500 rounds for the negotiating agents to reach an agreement. However, when we

applied the AH model, the agreement was reached in only 34 rounds.

We have also run a set of experiments to compare the BP-based proposal preparation approach

with the utility-based approach. The results of the experiments, summarized in Fig. 2.13, confirms

that the BPPP approach outperforms the utility-based approach when both of them benefit from the

argument handling module. It takes 388 rounds for the negotiation with the utility-based approach

to reach the agreement. However, the data shown in the chart is truncated to 300 rounds for

improved legibility as the rest follows the same trend. The orange dashed line shows where the

negotiation ends with the BPPP approach.

As Fig. 2.13 shows, there is a decreasing trend in the amount of normalized ∆ when we use

the utility-based approach. However, the result obtained from the BPPP approach does not follow
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Figure 2.13: Disagreement distances for a sequence of offered proposals in the Utility-based ap-
proach vs. the BPPP approach.The dashed lines represent the end of negotiation.

any specific trend. In the utility-based approach, the proposer starts with his preferred attribute,

which is the price attribute in this case study and ignores other attributes as well as other partic-

ipant’s preferences. Therefore, in the beginning of the negotiation, the level of disagreement is

high. As the negotiation proceeds, the proposer improves its estimations about others’ preferences

through the arguments, and, therefore, the disagreement distance decreases. However, in the BPPP

approach, the proposer starts as a neutral, giving all attributes equal importance. The only way he

applies his own preferences is that he builds the unary cost tables based on his assumptions about

the preferences of the other stakeholders. Then, the BPPP approach combined with the argument

handling model allows him to adjust his assumptions in few rounds of negotiation.

2.5 Conclusion and Future Work

This paper represents a novel negotiation strategy in which a belief-propagation based technique,

as well as argument handling, are employed to improve the efficiency of the negotiation process.

While the belief-propagation-based approach improves the proposal selection in each round of
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negotiation, the argument handling model provides the required information to feed this module.

This information is gathered through agents communications about the past proposals and improve

the proposer’s learning rate to a great extent.To prove the ability of the developed methodology, a

set of experiments has been conducted on two datasets, different in size and characteristics. The

experiments on both environmental and non-environmental datasets confirm that argumentation-

handling and the BP-based proposal preparation components facilitate and accelerate the negoti-

ation process to a great extent. We have shown through experiments that the BP-based approach

outperforms the utility-based approach regarding both the number of negotiation rounds and the

fluctuations in disagreement distance measure.

In future, we will focus on more advanced models of stakeholders, where their decision-making

process will be modeled using non-linear fuzzified functions. Also, the estimation process will be

improved to adapt to the dynamic nature of the negotiations more appropriately. To build more

complicated models for the stakeholders, more data ought to be gathered from real stakeholders;

this will be done using a survey-based statistical technique such as the ones presented in (Truong

et al., 2015) and (Cantillo et al., 2006).
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Chapter 3

Comprehensive Review of Machine Learning Approaches in

Automated Negotiation: Examples in Environmental Resource

Management

Article Presentation

Background

To achieve the second specific objective of the thesis, which is about learning the opponents’ pref-

erences in the context of automated negotiation, a comprehensive review is required to investigate

and compare the learning approaches that has been used in the context of automation negotia-

tion. This chapter is part of the thesis related to the this objective. It is published as ”Automated

Negotiation in Environmental Resource Management: Review and Assessment” in the Journal of

Environmental Management in 2015.

This chapter investigates the learning techniques that have been applied in the context of au-

tomated negotiation with the aim of acquiring more knowledge about the participants. Four main

machine learning approaches are discussed in this chapter and their potential in automated multi-

issue multi-participant negotiations is evaluated. The negotiations over environmental issues are

considered in this chapter as they usually occur among many stakeholders who, most of the time,

are concerned about several issues and have very different viewpoints and preferences. This re-

view allowed determining the shortcomings of existing automated opponent-learning approaches

and applying such knowledge to develop a more functional solution to achieve the first and second

objectives of this thesis in Chapter 4.
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3.1 Abstract

Negotiation is an integral part of our daily life and plays an important role in resolving conflicts and

facilitating human interactions. Automated negotiation, which aims at capturing the human nego-

tiation process using artificial intelligence and machine learning techniques, is well-established in

e-commerce, but its application in environmental resource management remains limited. This is

due to the inherent uncertainties and complexity of environmental issues, along with the diversity

of stakeholders’ perspectives when dealing with these issues. The objective of this paper is to

describe the main components of automated negotiation, review and compare machine learning

techniques in automated negotiation, and provide a guideline for the selection of suitable methods

in the particular context of stakeholders’ negotiation over environmental resource issues. We advo-

cate that automated negotiation can facilitate the involvement of stakeholders in the exploration of

a plurality of solutions in order to reach a mutually satisfying agreement and contribute to informed

decisions in environmental management along with the need for further studies to consolidate the

potential of this modeling approach.

3.2 Introduction

Negotiation is one of the most common means for resolving conflicts in social interactions (Van Kleef

et al., 2006). It can be defined as a discussion between two or more parties with conflicting inter-

ests aiming to reach an agreement (Pruitt and Carnevale, 1993). The involved participants may be

individuals or groups of people who negotiate over single or multiple issues simultaneously. The

agreement, which might be a mutually acceptable deal, new allocation of resources or new rules of

behavior, has to satisfy all participants to some extent. A negotiation may also fail in case partici-

pants have nothing in common to agree on. In the past few decades, negotiation has been studied

from different perspectives such as psychology (Pruitt and Carnevale, 1993), economics (Kreps,

1990) and computer science (Jennings et al., 2001). The aim is to understand the complicated

nature of a negotiation process and make it more efficient and reliable in terms of exploring the
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space of possible agreements, keeping track of negotiation rounds, and discovering negotiators’

behavioral patterns. Environmental resource management is another domain that requires negoti-

ation among stakeholders when one wishes to consider multiple viewpoints. This field of study

deals with managing the effect of human activities on nature while guaranteeing the services pro-

vided by the natural resources (Pahl-Wostl, 2007). It is recognized that modeling tools designed

to simulate negotiation of common-pool environmental resources, which are shared by a group of

stakeholders and subject to overuse or congestion, can assist informed decision making (Ostrom

et al., 1994; Bousquet et al., 1998). Involving stakeholders with different viewpoints helps reducing

the complexity and uncertainties involved by providing an insight about the stakeholders’ goals and

preferences, and allows the capture of a diversity of interests to satisfy diverse expectations (Reed,

2008; Kenny et al., 2012). However, capturing the complexity of negotiation in such contexts is

challenging. In addition to the conflicting preferences of the stakeholders, other factors such as

power imbalance, time limitations, and the participants’ attitude may also affect the results of the

negotiation (Pruitt and Carnevale, 1993). Due to the large number of influential factors in the nego-

tiation process, the space of all possible agreements can be hard to recognize and thus, difficult to

be explored by human negotiators. Under such circumstances, some agreements, which could have

been accepted by all participants, might have never been investigated. Additionally,stakeholders

can act irrationally or have trouble keeping track of other parties’ interests (Jonker et al., 2012).

Considering all these concerns, a computational model can help to minimize the effect of biasing

factors on the negotiation results and reach an agreement in a faster and more efficient manner.

It can also be beneficial for understanding the complicated negotiation process and for engaging

stakeholders into the decision-making process that could lead to better informed decisions. One of

the modeling approaches in which stakeholders are involved from the early phases of the model

development is participatory modeling. It includes companion (Barreteau et al., 2014) and medi-

ated modeling (Van den Belt, 2004) that have been widely applied in environmental studies. In

these modeling approaches, stakeholders get involved in the model construction (e.g., in mediated
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modeling) as well as scenario simulations and result interpretation (e.g., in companion modeling).

These approaches require a strong stakeholder’s involvement over the whole modeling process,

which might be difficult to obtain. Another important scientific approach in this domain, which

has its roots in Artificial Intelligence (AI), is automated negotiation. It is a distributed search in

the space of potential agreements, facilitated by an agent-based model (ABM), which consists of

a set of intelligent elements, called agents, designed to mimic human behavior. Each agent rep-

resents a purposeful component of the system that acts autonomously in its environment to meet

its predefined goals (Wooldridge, 1999). To better capture the complicated nature of human ne-

gotiation, machine learning (ML) techniques have been proposed to help the agents learn other

participants’ perspectives and utilize this information to enhance the negotiation. Automated ne-

gotiation was first employed in AI in the 1980s (Davis and Smith, 1983; Malone et al., 1983) where

agents interact and negotiate to solve problems in a distributed way. With the widespread use of

the internet and the World Wide Web, it has received a lot of attention in domains such as supply

chain management (Fink, 2006), political studies (Aragonès and Dellunde, 2008), and especially

e-commerce (Ramchurn et al., 2007; Jazayeriy et al., 2011). However, its application in modeling

stakeholders’ negotiation over environmental resources is still in its infancy (Akhbari and Grigg,

2013; Okumura et al., 2013; Pooyandeh and Marceau, 2013, 2014). This is largely due to the char-

acteristics of environmental issues, such as the amount of uncertainty involved, the high-stakes

decisions, the diversity of perspectives, and the inexistence of optimum solutions. This study was

undertaken to better understand the challenges related to automated negotiation in order to exploit

its full potential in environmental contexts. The objective of this paper is to review ML techniques

currently employed in automated negotiation and evaluate their potential in terms of their com-

patibility with the nature of stakeholders’ negotiation in the particular context of environmental

resource management. It attempts at bridging the gap between the contributions made in Artificial

Intelligence, Machine Learning, and Agent-Based Modeling in the field of stakeholders’ negotia-

tion. We advocate that due to the diversity of viewpoints when dealing with environmental issues,
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automated negotiation can aid decision makers to explore uninvestigated solutions and therefore

make more informed decisions. The remaining of the paper is organized as follow. In Section 3.3,

the major concepts in automated negotiation are reviewed followed by a description of three major

approaches, namely game theory, the heuristic approach, and the argumentation-based approach.

In Section 3.4, four well-established ML techniques are described and compared based on a set of

criteria that have been selected according to the most distinctive properties of negotiation contexts.

This comparison is then used to evaluate their suitability for specific negotiation domains. Finally,

in Section 3.5, guidelines are provided for the selection of appropriate learning techniques when

modeling stakeholders’ negotiation in the context of environmental resource management.

3.3 Automated negotiation

Automated negotiation consists of three main components: negotiation protocol, negotiation ob-

ject, and negotiation strategy (Lomuscio et al., 2001). The negotiation protocol defines the set of

rules governing the interactions between agents. It determines the possible types of participants,

the negotiation states, the state transition rules, and the possible actions for each participant in each

state. The negotiation object corresponds to the range of issues over which the negotiation hap-

pens. It may contain a single (single-issue negotiation) or multiple issues (multi-issue negotiation).

When an agent makes an offer, in the simplest case, the set of issues and the range of values for

each issue are fixed in the offer and the opponent agents can only reject or accept it. In a more

complex form, in response to a proposal, negotiating agents are able to make a counter-offer by

changing the issue values based on their own objectives. In more complex negotiations, agents are

able to dynamically add or remove negotiation issues and make a proposal based on a new set of

negotiation objects (Jennings et al., 2001). The third component is the agents’ strategy, used by

agents to act according to the negotiation protocol to reach a satisfactory agreement; it is basically

the agent’s plan for achieving its goals (Lomuscio et al., 2001). While the negotiation protocol is

public and available to all participants, the agent’s strategy is always private. Revealing the agent’s
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strategy can lead other participants to decipher its goals; in real-world negotiations stakeholders do

not usually reveal their goals to negotiators to gain more benefits. Given the set of negotiation ob-

jects, the negotiation issues form the dimensions of the space of possible agreements. Automated

negotiation can therefore be defined as a distributed search by negotiating agents in the space of po-

tential agreements (Jennings et al., 2001). Each agent has its own mechanism for rating the points

in the space and finds portions of the space that contain its acceptable agreements. Having an idea

about other parties’ agreement space helps the negotiating agents reach an agreement in a more

efficient way. Three main approaches have been employed in automated negotiation: game the-

ory, the heuristic approach, and the argumentation-based approach (Jennings et al., 2001). Game

theory originates from a research conducted by Neumann and Morgenstern (von Neumann et al.,

1944) and has its roots in economics. Games are well-defined mathematical objects with three

main elements: the players of the game, the set of actions available to each player at each state

of the negotiation, and the utilities assigned to possible outcomes. Game theory techniques use

a set of rules, called solution concept, to find a strategy for each player to take the most rational

action at each negotiation state (MacKenzie and DaSilva, 2006). To find the best choice of ac-

tion, the agents assume that their opponents are rational (i.e. they try to optimize their outcome).

These techniques have been used in the design of negotiation protocol and strategy. The designed

protocols should be simple, Pareto efficient scalable, convergent to an agreement, and rational

(Jennings et al., 2001; Lopes et al., 2008). A solution is called Pareto efficient when there is no

other outcome that improves all participants’ payoff (Kanbur, 2005). Game theoretic techniques

have several advantages. They can be employed as a set of tools for the systematic analysis of

negotiation contexts. They provide a clear view of different negotiation situations using mathe-

matical analysis to determine the strategy that agents should follow to achieve the best possible

outcome (Kraus, 2001a). When the negotiation context is stationary (i.e. occurs in a non-dynamic

environment) and fully specified, it has been proven that game theoretic techniques can guarantee

a solution that has all the desirable attributes such as Pareto efficiency as well as scalability and
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rationality (Kraus, 1997). However, this approach assumes that all participants act rationally and

that the set of agents’ alternatives and the agreement space of each agent are known to other par-

ties. These assumptions are not applicable in many negotiation contexts and thus, are restrictive.

Moreover, this approach works very well for modeling interactions in special cases, for example in

two-person games such as chess or poker (von Neumann et al., 1944), but is not applicable in more

general situations (Zeng and Sycara, 1996). That is, if the details of the interactions (e.g., number

of players or available actions in each state) change, the mathematical analyses are not applicable

and the derived conclusions are not valid anymore (Binmore, 1992). The heuristic approach at-

tempts to overcome the constraints of the game theory techniques. Rather than searching for the

optimal solution, agents try to find a satisfactory, sub-optimal solution by reducing the search space

to decrease the high computational complexity. Negotiating agents rate the points in the agreement

space based on their utility function then exchange offers with other parties to find a mutually ac-

ceptable agreement. The process terminates either when the agreement is reached or the time limit

for the negotiation is exceeded. Heuristic models are widely used (Barbuceanu and Lo, 2000; Ay-

dogan et al., 2013; Costantini et al., 2013). For instance, Faratin et al. (1998) developed a heuristic

model of multi-issue multilateral negotiation in which each agent employs a number of predefined

tactics to gain more utility. An and Lesser (An and Lesser, 2012) applied a heuristic approach

in the design of negotiating agents called Yushu in which agents employ simple heuristics for

measuring the competitiveness of the negotiation and the time pressure, and use this information

for making conservative concessions. Heuristic techniques also have their shortcomings. Since

they do not search the whole agreement space, the outcome is not always the best. That is, better

solutions may exist that have never been explored due to the approximation-based nature of this

approach. Moreover, the results of these techniques are not reproducible, i.e. it is not guaranteed

that the system produces the same results under the same conditions. Therefore, heuristic tech-

niques should be evaluated through simulations and experimental analysis to prove that they act

reasonably in different situations (Jennings et al., 1998; Baarslag et al., 2012). In game theory and
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heuristic approaches, exchange of proposals is the only source of information that agents can use

to know their opponents. However, a proposal is only a point in the agreement space that contains

limited information about the proposing agent. Therefore, learning about the participants’ agree-

ment space and reaching an agreement is time consuming. In argumentation-based negotiation, in

addition to the proposals, agents can also exchange supplementary information, called argument,

which can help in reaching an agreement. An argument is defined as a piece of information that

helps an agent to justify its stance or influence its opponents’ stance by persuading them (Jennings

et al., 1998; Rahwan et al., 2003). That is, instead of rejecting a proposal, an agent can explain

which parts of the proposal are not acceptable and why. The agent can also provide arguments

in form of rewards, treats or appeals to persuade other parties to accept an offer. As an example,

an agent can threat its opponent to terminating the negotiation. The reward is usually a promise

about future interactions and the appeal is an explanation to clarify a situation and persuade other

participants to accept the deal based on those rational explanations. Sierra and Jennings (Sierra

et al., 1997) developed a model of negotiation between three types of agents involved in manag-

ing a business process in British Telecom. The model covers all forms of arguments (i.e. threat,

reward and appeal). Ramchurn et al. (Ramchurn et al., 2007) developed a negotiation model in

which an agent can persuade its opponent to accept an offer by giving it a reward. The agent can

also ask for a reward in addition to the offered agreement to secure its benefits. Rahwan et al.

(Rahwan et al., 2004) proved that arguments can change the portions of the agreement space that

contain the agent’s acceptable agreements and can improve the quality of the reached agreement.

Since argumentation can help the agents to refine and reduce the search space by providing more

meaningful information about other participants’ viewpoint, the argumentation-based negotiations

are more efficient compared to proposal-based approaches. Despite the considerable amount of

research in the area of automated negotiation, several issues remain to be addressed. This is due to

the complexity of automated negotiation in numerous aspects including the number of negotiation

issues and the dependency between them, the shape and parameters of utility functions, the nego-
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tiation protocol, strategy, and form (bilateral or multi-party), and the time limitations. To enhance

automated negotiation, advanced AI techniques such as optimization and learning methods have

been proposed (Marsa-Maestre et al., 2014). In the next section, the learning methods that have

been widely applied in different contexts of automated negotiation are described and compared.

3.4 Machine learning techniques in automated negotiation

To ensure a successful negotiation, participants need to know their opponents and their prefer-

ences to propose more acceptable offers in limited time. However such knowledge is usually not

available. One way to overcome this limitation is to investigate the exchanged proposals among

participants to learn from them. A considerable amount of research has been devoted to the study

of learning from opponent’s moves. The proposed learning techniques vary in terms of learning

objectives, the way knowledge is acquired as well as the required amount of historical information

and the number of negotiation rounds. The ML techniques presented in this section are catego-

rized based on the approach used to obtain the required information. They are then compared

based on a set of criteria that includes: the number of negotiation issues, scalability of the learn-

ing technique, number of negotiation participants, required information at the beginning of the

negotiation, learning objective, dynamics of negotiation (dynamic vs. stationary) and the ability

to handle time constraints. The number of negotiation issues can be either single or multiple. In

the reviewed literature, however, the number of issues does not exceed five. Because this number

may rise in real-world negotiations, scalability is considered as an important factor in comparing

learning approaches. It refers to the ability of a technique to manage a higher number of issues

compared to the original number of issues that the technique is designed to deal with. The number

of participants and the negotiation objective are other critical properties of negotiation that must

be considered in the learning method. The required information for initiating a learning process

is also important. In some negotiation applications, such as e-commerce, a huge amount of data

about previous negotiations (within the same negotiation context) is available and can be used in
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the training phase of the learning technique. However, in other contexts, such as environmental

resources, it is difficult and sometimes impossible to include historical data as they simply do not

exist. The ability of a learning technique to take into account the dynamics of the negotiation con-

text is an important aspect to consider. Although many negotiation contexts are stationary and do

not change over time, some others are dynamic in terms of negotiators’ perspectives and other in-

fluential factors (e.g., market conditions). While some of the learning approaches can successfully

deal with dynamic negotiation environments, others are not robust in these contexts. A final crite-

rion is time limitation. In real-world negotiations, participants usually need to meet a deadline for

achieving an agreement. Therefore, it is important that time is considered in the learning process

so that the agents can achieve an agreement within a certain time framework. In the remaining

of this section, the above criteria are used to evaluate the advantages and disadvantages of four

well-established learning approaches that have been applied in automated negotiation: Bayesian

learning (BL), reinforcement learning (RL), evolutionary learning (EL), and artificial neural net-

work (ANN).

3.4.1 Bayesian learning

Bayesian learning employs Bayes rule to update the approximate probability of a hypothesis using

the upcoming evidences (Langley, 1996). In the context of automated negotiation, the hypotheses

set shows the information that an agent needs to learn about other parties and the initial probability

of each hypothesis indicates the agent’s belief about other negotiating agents. The learning process

consists in using the recent evidences and information (e.g. a counteroffer from the other party) in

the Bayes rule to update the probability of hypotheses. The hypothesis with the highest probability

provides the learning agent with a model of its opponent, which helps it to make better offers in

the next phases of the negotiation. Bayesian learning has been widely used in the context of au-

tomated negotiation because it provides the ability of learning new information from incomplete

data. For example, Zeng and Sycara (Zeng and Sycara, 1998) presented Bazaar, which is a se-

quential decision-making negotiation model specifically designed for e-commerce. In this model,
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agents use a Bayesian approach to learn the opponents’ reservation price as a parameter of their

strategy. Reservation price is a threshold for offer acceptance, i.e. the highest price that a buyer

is prepared to pay for a product or the lowest price that a seller can accept. Buffett and Spencer

(Buffett and Spencer, 2007) used a Bayesian classifier to learn the total order of preferences that

can be employed for sorting the available proposals. The negotiation context is a special case of

multi-issue negotiation, called multi-object, where participants negotiate over a set of objects and

try to agree on a subset of the objects to be traded. The proposed approach is applicable in do-

mains in which attributes of an offer can be stated as binary variables (e.g. having or not having a

property) and a preference indicates the importance of an attribute over another one. More general

cases of multi-issue negotiation have been modeled by Bui et al. (Bui et al., 1999) and Hindriks

and Tykhonov (Hindriks and Tykhonov, 2008). Bui et al. (Bui et al., 1999) developed a model in

which agents learn the evaluations of other participants of different proposals and then calculate a

group evaluation function. This function provides the learning agent with an estimation of other

agents’ evaluation of different offers and is used to make the next offer. While this model provides

a rough estimation of the offer evaluation value, the opponent model in Hindriks and Tykhonov

(Hindriks and Tykhonov, 2008) contains the type of the evaluation function as well as the possible

ranking of preferences. In this study, the opponents’ most recent proposals are used to find the

most probable model of its behavior using the Bayes’ rule. This model is then employed to calcu-

late the weights of preferences in the agent’s utility function and the opponents’ evaluation of an

offer. Although Bayesian techniques have been used for different objectives such as learning the

evaluation function (Hindriks and Tykhonov, 2008), the preferences (Buffett and Spencer, 2007),

and reservation points (threshold) for a negotiation issue (Zeng and Sycara, 1998), they are mostly

applied in stationary (non-dynamic) negotiation contexts. This means that in dynamic contexts

in which the participants’ perspective and attitude or other factors such as market conditions can

change over time, the Bayesian approach has not been employed yet. A limitation of Bayesian

learning is that it does not have an explicit tool for modeling time limitations as part of the learn-
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ing process. Moreover, it requires information such as prior probabilities of the sets of possible

outcomes, which has to be provided by a domain expert and might be difficult or impossible to

acquire in some negotiation applications.

3.4.2 Reinforcement learning

Reinforcement learning (RL) is one of the most commonly-used learning techniques in automated

negotiation. In this approach, the agents learn from the consequences of their actions rather than

obtaining an explicit training. Based on the rewards received by the agent as a result of its previous

actions, it selects the next action(s) in a way that maximizes its accumulated reward (Barto et al.,

1990; Kaelbling et al., 1996). Different RL techniques have been employed to improve automated

negotiation. One is the WoLF PHC algorithm, proposed by Bowling and Veloso (2001; 2002); it

is a multi-agent reinforcement learning algorithm with variable learning rates, meaning that agents

learn fast when they are losing, or cautiously when winning. The improved version of this al-

gorithm was used by Shen et al. (2012) in an e-market place negotiation to make the negotiating

agents capable of learning the current market factors and finding the optimal policy that maximizes

their total rewards. In this study, an agent generates decisions after receiving offers. This decision,

which can be accepting or rejecting the offer or proposing a counteroffer results in receiving a re-

ward as a reinforcement to improve the agent’s ability in making the next decisions. The acquired

knowledge in the learning module is then used in the action selection module for future decision

making. Another reinforcement learning approach that has been employed in automated negotia-

tion is Q-learning. It is used for learning the evaluation function Q(s,a), which helps to predict the

expected utility of taking action a in a given state s. Having this function, an agent can simply se-

lect the action with the highest evaluation in each state to gain the maximum utility. Huang and Lin

(2007) employed Q-learning in an argumentation-based negotiation between a seller agent and a

human buyer. The Q-learning mechanism helps the seller agent learn the evaluation functions that

can be used at different states to select the action. The learner agents, however, need to be trained

using predesigned simulation games. In these games, a buyer agent, that mimics human buyer’s be-
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havior, is used to train the seller agent. The simulation has different rounds in which different types

of buyer agents are used for training. This way, the seller agent is trained for dealing with different

behaviors of human buyers. The model has to be also trained by humans. Monteserin and Amandi

(2013) applied the Qlearning approach in an argumentation-based negotiation context, which is

effective in both stationary and dynamic environments (e.g. when the participants characteristics

change over time). In this research, the learning mechanism improves the argumentation selection

policy using the agent’s perceptions of its environment. That is, the agent is capable of handling

dynamic environments by learning new selection rules or updating the existing ones. These rules

shape a hierarchy, which can be used in selecting successful arguments. An advantage of rein-

forcement techniques is that they are able to handle dynamic contexts and time constrains (SHEN

et al., 2012; Chen et al., 2013). However, they require training using historical data or simulations,

while in many contexts (e.g., environmental resources) such information is not available. Another

problem is the high number of required rounds for learning the utility of performing an action in a

given state. Negotiators are supposed to learn the utility of an action in a given state, which is only

possible when they can repeat that action several times in that particular state. That is rarely the

case in real-world negotiations.

3.4.3 Evolutionary learning

Evolutionary learning is inspired by the evolution of species in nature. In evolutionary algorithms,

a population of individuals evolves towards higher quality populations. The quality of a popula-

tion, represented as a fitness function, is defined based on its value in the environment. In each

round of the evolution, a set of individuals with higher fitness is selected and used for creating

the next generation. This way the higher quality individuals have higher chance of reproduction

compared to the lower quality ones. This approach has been implemented in three main groups

of algorithms: Evolution Strategies (ESs) (Beyer and Schwefel, 2002), Genetic Algorithms (GAs)

(Back, 1996), and Evolutionary Programming (EP) (Eiben et al., 2003). Among these, GA has

been applied successfully in the field of automated negotiation. GA is a search between a set of
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candidate solutions. It starts with a random population of solutions and evolves them to better

solutions. Each solution has a set of chromosomes that represent its properties and can be muted

or altered in the next generation of solutions. Solutions are evaluated using a predefined fitness

function. The evolution continues by producing new generations of solutions in each iteration and

terminates when a satisfactory fitness level is reached (Back, 1996). Several researchers have ap-

plied GA to automated negotiation. Oliver (1996) employed GA to mimic human negotiators in

finding Pareto-optimal agreements. In this study, strategies are modeled as simple sequential rules

made up of offers and thresholds. The offer is presented by a set of properties (e.g. price, delivery

date, etc.) and threshold represents the lowest acceptable payoff value of an offer. For example, a

strategy with threshold T1 indicates that if the value of the upcoming offer is greater than T1, the

offer should be accepted. Otherwise, the agent should reject the offer, make a counter-offer, and

change the threshold to T2 to evaluate the next offer, if any. In each round of the GA process, a set

of strategies with best payoffs is selected to generate a new population of strategies for the negoti-

ating agents. The problem with this model is that the sequential rule model is not flexible enough

to support different types of strategies. Tu et al. (2000) extended Oliver’s research using a different

representation of negotiation strategies. They employed Finite State Machine (FSM), which is a

mathematical model for representing the behavior of a system. It consists of a set of states that rep-

resent the status of the system. The states of the system receive inputs; based on a set of predefined

rules, the current state might change to another. Tu et al. (2000) used FSM as a representation

of strategies in the GA algorithm to allow more expressiveness in terms of branching ability and

memory. Lau et al. (2006) proposed a GA-based negotiation mechanism to find the fittest offer

instead of the optimal strategy. The fittest offer is the offer that has the minimum distance to the

agents’ best offer (regarding the agent’s own utility function) and the opponent’s last counteroffer

(which shows the opponent’s point of view). In this study, chromosomes represent offers instead

of strategies. The fact that preferences might change during the negotiation process is considered.

Moreover, determining the fittest offer based on the opponent’s last offer yields a gradual learning
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from the other party’s moves. The authors also provided models of different concession behaviors

as well as negotiation under time pressure. The incorporation of learning, time management, and

behavioral features make this model suitable for many real-world situations. Evolutionary learn-

ing techniques overcome the limitations of both Bayesian and reinforcement approaches. They can

deal with dynamic negotiation contexts and time constraints and no historical data are required for

their training (Lau et al., 2006). However, they are computationally expensive in terms of CPU

and memory usage. Another problem with this learning approach is that the result might be only

locally optimal. For example in Lau et al. (2006), while the negotiator looks for the best option for

the next offer, the result of the GA search might not be a global optimum.

3.4.4 Artificial neural network

Artificial neural network (ANN) is a computational model that consists of several processing ele-

ments that receive inputs and deliver outputs based on their predefined activation functions. The

network should be first trained to learn the hidden patterns in the input data represented in the

model as the weights of the connections. It can then be used to predict the behavior of similar

datasets (Gurney, 1997). Carbonneau et al. (2008) employed an ANN to find the opponent’s

counter-offer based on the previous offers. The proposed technique helps to predict the other

party’s next move before suggesting an offer and therefore makes the agents capable of perform-

ing what-if analysis. Roussaki et al. (2007) and Papaioannou et al. (2010) employed ANN in

automated negotiation to discover the situations in which agreement is not achievable, in the early

phases of the negotiation process. Lee and Ou-Yang (2009) developed an ANN to find the re-

lationship between the previous bids and the supplier’s next bid price. Using this relationship,

the supplier’s next bid price can be predicted, which helps the negotiation parties to reduce the

negotiation time by making more informed decisions about their next offer. Although ANN is

considered as a powerful tool for pattern recognition and prediction, it has its drawbacks. This

learning technique requires huge amount of historical data for training that are not always avail-

able in real-world negotiation. Another problem is over-fitting. It occurs when a model is very

59



fit to a set of data because of excessive training; instead of finding underlying relationships in the

data, it captures random noise and error in that specific dataset (Tetko et al., 1995). Therefore, the

model is not general and has poor predictability for other datasets. In addition, because it is built

in the training phase and cannot be changed afterward, it is not scalable in terms of the number of

negotiation issues and cannot be employed in dynamic negotiation contexts. ANN is also unable

to deal with time limitation, which is a common issue in real-world negotiations. A comparison

of these learning techniques applied in automated negotiation is provided in Table 3.1. Studies

listed in the table are considered among the most important ones based on their uniqueness and

the number of citations they have received. Other learning techniques exist, such as volume-base

measurement learning (Vetschera, 2009), ontology-based learning (Aydogan and Yolum, 2009),

and fuzzy constraint-directed approach (Lai et al., 2010). They were not considered in this study

because they have been used in only one context so far and therefore their general applicability and

ability in dealing with different negotiation circumstances have not been demonstrated yet. The

application of state-of-the-art AI and ML techniques remains limited in environmental resource

management, in which negotiation plays an essential role. Studies that have been conducted in

this field are presented in the next section, followed by guidelines for the selection of suitable

techniques in this specific context.

3.5 Automated negotiation in environmental resource management

Bars et al. (2002) developed an ABM to simulate the negotiation between farmers and water

suppliers. The negotiation process is a single-issue bilateral negotiation in which stakeholders ne-

gotiate over one issue (i.e., the amount of water) and the negotiation happens between two agents

at a time. Unlike realistic situations, the negotiating agents do not know about the preferences of

other participants and no learning procedure is employed. Another limitation of this study is that

no convergence in negotiation is guaranteed. That is, negotiators exchange suggestions without

taking into account the viewpoint of other stakeholders and in some cases negotiation may not
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Table 3.1: Learning techniques applied in automated negotiation

Learning
Approach

Reference Negotiation parameters

No. of
issues

Scalability No. of
parties

Required
information

Learning
objective

Dynamic
context

Time
constraint

Bayesian

(Hindriks and
Tykhonov, 2008)

4-5 Yes Bilateral Initial probabili-
ties of the sets
of possible out-
come + Certainty
of agent about its
opponent’s idea

Weight ranking +
Evaluation func-
tions

No No

(Buffett and
Spencer, 2007)

5 No Bilateral Initial probabili-
ties of the sets of
possible outcome

Participants’
preferences

No No

(Bui et al., 1999) 3 Yes Bilateral and
multilateral

Not mentioned Other partici-
pants’ evaluation
of a proposal

No No

(Zeng and
Sycara, 1998)

1 Yes Bilateral A priori estima-
tion of the oppo-
nent’s reservation
price

Opponents’ reser-
vation price

No No

Reinforcement

(SHEN et al.,
2012)

3 Yes Multilateral Historical negoti-
ation data

Strategy (next ac-
tion)

Yes Yes

(Chen et al.,
2013)

2 No Bilateral Historical negoti-
ation data + re-
ward function

Strategy (next ac-
tion)

Yes No

(Huang and Lin,
2007)

1 No Bilateral Historical negoti-
ation data + sim-
ulation data

Evaluation func-
tions for persua-
sion and negoti-
ation + optimal
functions

Yes No

(Radu et al.,
2013)

1 No Bilateral Historical negoti-
ation data + re-
ward function

Preference coeffi-
cient

Yes No

Evolutionary
(Lau et al., 2006) 5 Yes Bilateral and

Multilateral
N/A Best offer for the

next round
Yes Yes

(Oliver, 1996) 4 Yes Bilateral N/A Strategy Yes No
(Tu et al., 2000) 4 Yes Bilateral N/A Strategy Not

mentioned
No

ANN

(Carbonneau
et al., 2008)

4 No Bilateral Historical negoti-
ation data

Other party’s next
offer

No No

(Roussaki et al.,
2007)

1 No Bilateral Historical negoti-
ation data

Other party’s next
offer

No No

(Lee and Ou-
Yang, 2009)

1 No Bilateral Historical negoti-
ation data

Supplier’s bid
prices

No No

(Park and Yang,
2006)

4 Yes Multilateral Historical negoti-
ation data

Next offer No No
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converge to an agreement or even a disagreement. Belaqziz et al. (2011) tried to overcome this

problem by considering the preferences of stakeholders in the negotiation process. They developed

an ABM to simulate communications and social interactions between stakeholders in an irrigation

system. In this model, the supervising agent who is in charge of managing the irrigation and the

user of agricultural water agent negotiate over the amount of water. The supervising agent cal-

culates the amount of required water for each farmer based on some parameters such as climate,

annual amount of water, and soil occupation defined by the farmers. The supervising agent is aware

of the other agent’s preferences and tries to provide a proposal based on these preferences and his

own interests. This model, however, does not represent the fact that in real-world negotiations,

stakeholders have partial information about other negotiating parties and try to increase such infor-

mation during the negotiation process. The convergence problem is not addressed either. That is, if

the user of agricultural water agent keeps disagreeing with proposals, the negotiation will continue

infinitely. To avoid the divergence problem and guarantee reaching a final decision, Akhbari and

Grigg (Akhbari and Grigg, 2013) proposed a model in which only one agent (the state agent) is

in charge of making the final decision considering the other agents’ preferences and satisfaction.

In this research, the state agent makes the final decision about a water allocation problem based

on the agents’ water demands, total available water, land area, and other environmental factors.

The decision influences other agents’ behavior in terms of their level of cooperation, which is how

other agents take part in the decision making process. Here, the cooperation level is formalized

as a function of the agent satisfaction and other parameters, such as social pressure and education

in addition to incentives and penalties provided by the state agent. Another research that paid at-

tention to the satisfaction of other agents as an influential factor in the decision making process

was conducted by Kieser and Marceau (2011). In this study, each agent has its own preferences

when evaluating proposed land development plans that have different weights corresponding to

their importance in the decision making. A decision is made based on these evaluations and the

level of satisfaction of the agents from previously made decisions. Although the negotiation pro-
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cess is not mentioned explicitly in these two studies, the way in which these authors modeled the

preferences and the satisfaction level of the agents provides useful insights when simulating real-

world negotiations. In the aforementioned studies, the influence of stakeholders on each other’s

point of view is not considered. Regan et al. (2006) addressed this problem using a mathematical

model proposed for a multi-issue negotiation process. In this model, each agent has an opinion

about the expertise and rationality of other agents, which is represented as a weight for the re-

spective agent, called respect weight. This weight indicates the ability of other agents to affect

the agent’s opinion about its preferences. At each iteration, the agents adjust the weight of their

preferences based on the influence of the other agents and their own previous opinion. The process

is repeated until all agents reach a same set of weights for the predefined preferences, which in turn

leads to an agreement. The consensus is guaranteed in the ideal situation where the stakeholders

are highly flexible and where reaching an agreement is mandatory, which is not often the case in

real-world situations. A different issue that has to be considered in modeling the negotiation pro-

cess is that in reality, stakeholders rarely have a crisp idea about their preferences. Pooyandeh and

Marceau (2013) addressed this problem by integrating fuzziness in the modeling of stakeholders’

preferences. In their model, the importance of each preference is defined as a fuzzy weight and a

fuzzy analytic hierarchy process was employed to prioritize the stakeholders’ preferences. During

the negotiation process, agents can readjust the weights of their preferences in order to reach an

agreement with other agents. Another aspect of real-world negotiation is dealing with the problem

of incomplete information. Typically, in negotiations about environmental resources, information

such as negotiation issues and the priority of an issue over another one are considered as public

and can easily be shared by stakeholders. However, the negotiators are often not willing to share

more private information, such as the way they evaluate an offer (i.e. their utility function) and the

thresholds they use to accept or reject a proposal. In these negotiation contexts, so-called contexts

with incomplete information (Bui et al., 1999), participants need to learn about other negotiating

parties and the possibly changing negotiation environment (i.e. the conditions under which the
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negotiation happens) in order to reduce the negotiation time and find the optimal or near optimal

mutually accepted agreement. A few abovementioned studies consider the opponents’ preferences

as known information, but they do not take into account that negotiation issues might have differ-

ent weights in the decision making process of a specific negotiator and that these weights are not

usually known to the other parties (Belaqziz et al., 2011; Akhbari and Grigg, 2013). To address

this problem, some researchers, such as Regan et al. (2006) use a mediator who has the required

information about the negotiators including their preferences and the weight of each preference.

Similarly, in Kieser and Marceau (2011), all the relevant information about the participant agents is

known by a central party who is able to decide on behalf of negotiating agents. Although such a sit-

uation can happen in reality, in many real-world negotiations there is no mediator who can control

the whole process. More realistic situations were modeled in which stakeholders’ preferences and

their weights are only known to themselves and not others. In the model developed by Pooyandeh

and Marceau (2013), agents successfully reach an agreement by exchanging proposals. However,

since the agents do not learn about each other during the negotiation process, the exchanged pro-

posals may not improve over time and therefore, negotiation might take too long before reaching

an agreement. Focusing on this issue, Okumura et al. (2013) built a model in which each agent es-

timates its utility function that reflects its preferences and their importance. Their proposed ABM

uses a few sample points to generate park design proposals and then, using the agents’ evaluations

of these proposals, elicit the utility function of each agent. This function can be used later in the

automated negotiation by improving the ongoing proposals and making them closer to the users’

viewpoints (Ito et al., 2007; Fatima et al., 2009). Pooyandeh and Marceau (2014) extended their

previous model (2013) and implemented a Bayesian learning mechanism so that the agents obtain

information about other participants’ perspectives throughout the negotiation and can learn from

other parties’ previous offers. Bayesian learning allows an agent to learn the evaluation function

of other participants and then use the learned information to provide more acceptable proposals

to them while maintaining its own interests. The results reveal that incorporating the learning
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capability reduces the number of negotiation rounds. Moreover, it provides a model of human ne-

gotiation that adequately mimics real-world situations by explicitly considering the learning ability

of humans. Table 3.2 provides a list of applications of automated negotiation in environmental

resource management. It can be seen that very few of these studies incorporate learning mech-

anisms and that important criteria such as scalability, time constraint, and the dynamic nature of

the negotiation context are also rarely considered. While there is an increasing need for improving

automated stakeholders’ negotiation in the particular context of environmental resource manage-

ment, choosing an appropriate AI technique is not straightforward. Guidelines for the selection

of appropriate learning techniques are provided in Table 3.3. It can be seen that all techniques

are suitable when historical data are available. However, for applications in which acquiring such

data is not feasible, ANN and reinforcement learning are not the best options while evolutionary

learning and Bayesian techniques are more appropriate. Similarly, in applications where the con-

text is not dynamic, all learning techniques are suitable. When the context is dynamic, ANN is

particularly not recommended due to the fact that it is not flexible enough (i.e. by changing a

parameter in the application the whole network should be rebuilt) while evolutionary learning has

been proved to act successfully in changing environments. When time is a critical factor in the

negotiation, selecting a learning technique able to handle time constraints is of high importance.

Although negotiations related to environmental resource management issues are not usually under

high time pressure compared to the ones in e-commerce, time constraints must still be satisfied.

In that case, evolutionary and reinforcement learning techniques are recommended. Scalability is

important in applications such as land development where the number of involved stakeholders

and negotiation issues might greatly vary from one case to another. Evolutionary and Bayesian

learning are more appropriate for such applications. When considering the largest combination of

constraints, namely the lack of available historical data, ability to handle dynamic context, time

constraint, and scalability, evolutionary learning is the most suitable technique. Bayesian learning

can be used in the absence of historical data and can handle scalability while reinforcement learn-
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Table 3.2: Applications of automated negotiation in environmental resource management studies

Reference Application No. of
issues

Scalability Learning Dynamic context Time constraint

Need for Is the model
scalable?

Need for Addressed Need for Addressed

(Le Bars et al.,
2002)

Water manage-
ment

Single Yes No No Yes No Yes No

(Belaqziz et al.,
2011)

Water manage-
ment

Single Yes No No Yes No Yes No

(Akhbari and
Grigg, 2013)

Water manage-
ment

Single Yes No No Yes No Yes No

(Kieser and
Marceau, 2011)

Land develop-
ment

Multiple Yes No No Yes No Yes No

(Regan et al.,
2006)

Environmental
management

Multiple Yes Yes No Yes No Yes No

(Pooyandeh and
Marceau, 2013)

Land develop-
ment

Multiple Yes Yes No Yes Yes (fuzziness) Yes No

(Okumura et al.,
2013)

Park design Multiple Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes No

(Pooyandeh and
Marceau, 2014)

Land develop-
ment

Multiple Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes (fuzziness) Yes No

Table 3.3: Suitability of learning approaches in automated negotiation for environmental resource
management

Feature Application characteristic Suitable learning techniques

Availability of
historical data

Yes ANN, RL, EL, BL
No EL, BL

Dynamic context Yes EL, RL
No ANN, RL, EL, BL

Time constraint Yes EL, RL
No ANN, RL, EL, BL

Scalability Yes EL, BL
No ANN, RL, EL, BL

ing can deal with dynamic contexts and time constraints. ANN is the least suitable technique in

dealing with the four features often encountered in environmental resource management.

3.6 Conclusion

While environmental resource management is a domain in which negotiation plays a critical role,

the application of automated negotiation techniques to model stakeholders’ negotiation remains

limited due to the unique characteristics of the decision making process in this field. Beside the

large number and sometimes conflicting perspectives that must be considered, the high risk often

associated with the decisions and their potentially long lasting influence on the environment makes
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the decision making process far more complicated than it is in other domains, such as e-commerce.

The dynamic nature of the environment and its heterogeneity over time and space accentuate the

complexity of the management issues, especially when decisions have to remain in force for long

periods of time. Considering the complex and dynamic nature of environmental resource man-

agement, the large number of perspectives as well as the increasing need for transparency in the

decision making process, involving stakeholders and taking their viewpoints into account is in-

creasingly recognized as crucial for the success of environmental projects. However, in most of

these projects, stakeholders are still either ignored or invited to play minor roles in the very last

phases of the decision making process. Participatory techniques have been proposed to increase the

engagement of stakeholders from the early stages of environmental decisions. These approaches,

however, require a strong stakeholders’ commitment over the whole modeling process, which is

not always feasible. In comparison, automated negotiation based on AI and learning methods ben-

efits from advanced search techniques and computational heuristics to handle the complexity of

the negotiation space. While in participatory modeling, stakeholders are in charge of determining

scenarios to be tested and investigated by the model, in automated negotiation it is the model that

proposes different scenarios based on stakeholders’ preferences through the exploration and filter-

ing of the large agreement space. Besides, automated negotiation is capable of capturing aspects of

human intelligence, such as emotions, ability to design a strategy, learn and adapt, that are crucial

for the success of negotiation. The overall goal of this paper was to bridge the gap between the re-

search contributions made in automated negotiation from the disciplines of AI, machine learning,

and agent-based modeling to take advantage of the potential offered by automated negotiation in

environmental resource management and lighten the burden of using these technologies for inter-

ested researchers. In such contexts, automated negotiation methods need to be selected cautiously

to ensure their compatibility with the inherent complexity of environmental issues. Moreover, they

should be considered as supplementary tools to human interactions and decision-making process,

not a substitution. Gaining the stakeholders’ trust is also essential, which requires involving them
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in the definition of the problem and obtaining their feedback on the model design and outcomes.

The modeling team must also guarantee the confidentiality of the information gathered from these

stakeholders. We advocate the need of additional studies to further investigate the applicability

of automated negotiation in environmental contexts. For instance, the use of threat arguments in

argumentation-based negotiation is a representation of power imbalance, which might not be desir-

able in some negotiations. Also, a large amount of literature in the field of automated negotiation

focuses on reaching an optimal or near-optimal agreement, which is not usually the case in envi-

ronmental studies. It is mainly due to the fact that there is no best (optimal) solution when dealing

with environmental resource management problems because of the high level of uncertainties in-

volved and the dynamic nature of the context. Employing appropriate tools and processes such as

adaptive management (Holling, 1978), an iterative decision making process that involves learning

about the problem context and adapting over time, can improve automated negotiation models to

tackle uncertainties and facilitate long-run management decisions.
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Chapter 4

Real-time Opponent Learning in Automated Negotiation using

Recursive Bayesian Filtering

Article Presentation

Background

This chapter is part of the thesis related to the first and second objectives, namely modeling the

evaluation outcomes received from stakeholders and developing an approach that helps the pro-

poser agent to learn about its opponents by estimating such models. This chapter is published in

the Journal of Expert Systems with Applications in 2019.

Considering the fact that the proposer agent has no prior knowledge about its opponents and

no data is available from previous similar negotiations, learning about the negotiation participants

is really challenging. This problem is even more complicated when the participants have various

preferences about multiple issues, and there is no way of knowing these preferences other than

the feedback the proposer agent receives about the offered proposals. In this chapter, a recursive

Bayesian filtering approach is proposed as a solution to this problem.

General Methodology

Given the stakeholders’ decisions about an offered proposal, the proposer agent applies a learning

mechanism based on unscented particle filtering to build a more accurate model of its opponents.

Through several phases of prediction and correction, illustrated in figure 4.1 (opponent learning

component), a new estimation of the opponents’ criteria is acquired which is used later in the

proposal-preparation component to update the MRF model. The article presented in this chapter

explains the steps of modeling and learning the stakeholders’ preferences in more details.
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Figure 4.1: Opponent modeling and learning flowchart
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4.1 Abstract

Automated negotiation is a toolset to model human interactions during a negotiation process with

the aim of improving the efficiency and quality of decision-making using advanced information

analytics. During the negotiation, the participants share their viewpoints and concerns about the

negotiation issues. However, in reality, they usually do not reveal the details of their preferences

to one another. Therefore, modeling and learning opponents’ behavior is a crucial component

of automated negotiation. In this paper, we propose an estimation technique based on recursive

Bayesian filtering to facilitate opponent-modeling and -learning in the context of multi-participant,

multi-issue negotiations. In the proposed technique, opponents’ preference profiles are modeled

using fuzzy functions, which are very close to the way humans evaluate alternatives. As the ne-

gotiation progresses, the agents can recursively learn the parameters of these models in real time.

The only required information for this learning process includes the feedback and the arguments

the participants may provide in support of their decisions. At each round, a probabilistic graphical

model is also implemented that utilizes the learned preference limits of the participants to offer a

new proposal with a high probability of satisfying the participants and reaching an agreement. The

proposed methodology is examined in two different negotiation contexts: energy-system develop-

ment and real estate service. The experiments show that the proposed opponent modeling/learning

approach increases the efficiency of the negotiation up to 85% and facilitates reaching an agree-

ment in fewer rounds of negotiation without requiring any prior understanding of the negotiation

participants.

4.2 Introduction

Negotiation, as a mean for conflict and disagreement resolution among multiple stakeholders, has

been studied from different perspectives in the past few decades. Automated negotiation, im-

plemented as a multi-agent system, is a tool for modeling human negotiations and facilitating

decision-making. Each agent in an agent-based negotiation model represents a stakeholder that
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interacts with others to reach an agreement. Automated negotiation has three main components:

negotiation object, negotiation protocol, and negotiation strategy (Lomuscio et al., 2003). The

negotiation object determines the range of issues discussed by the negotiators. These issues are

the attributes of the exchanged proposals among the negotiators. The terms “negotiation issues”

and “proposal attributes” are used in the text interchangeably. Depending on the context, the ne-

gotiation might be over a single issue (single-issue negotiation) or multiple issues (multi-issue

negotiation). The second component of automated negotiation, called negotiation protocol, de-

termines the number of participants, their roles in the negotiation process, different states of the

negotiation, the state transition rules, and the set of possible actions for each agent in each state of

the negotiation. The negotiation protocol is public and available to all the participants. The third

component is the agent’s strategy that defines the agent’s behavior towards a satisfactory agreement

based on the agent’s goals (Lomuscio et al., 2003).

Automated negotiation has been applied in different domains such as e-commerce (Ramchurn

et al., 2007; Jazayeriy et al., 2011), supply chain management (Fink, 2006; Lee, 2014), e-marketplace

development (Renna, 2010), natural resource management (Eshragh et al., 2018; Rodriguez-Fernandez

et al., 2019), task and resource allocation (Bigham and Du, 2003; Lin et al., 2006a), event schedul-

ing (Hossain, 2012), and politics (Aragonès and Dellunde, 2008). For example, Lee (2014) de-

signed an interactive biding strategy for both suppliers and customers in a supply chain. Another

application of automated negotiation is studied by Renna (2010), where negotiation policies were

proposed with the aim of positioning Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) in e-marketplaces.

Different combinations of negotiation policies and customers’ tactics were then investigated to find

out which combination leads to better negotiation outcomes.

Depending on the context in which the negotiation happens, the automated negotiation model

and its components may vary. In this paper, our focus is on multi-issue, multi-participant ne-

gotiations where we have a one-to-many type of negotiation. That is, at each round, one of the

participants is in charge of offering a proposal, and the rest of the participants can independently
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agree or disagree with it. In the upcoming rounds, the proposal is revised and resent to the par-

ticipants. This process ends when all parties agree over the offered proposal. It is important to

mention that the negotiation environment studied in this paper is not an open environment as intro-

duced in (Li et al., 2013) and (Resinas et al., 2012). The negotiating agents in such an environment

can revise their evaluation criteria in each round of negotiation based on their new observations.

For example, an agent can take part in two or more parallel negotiations and, depending on the

deals it receives in other negotiation(s), it can change its current criteria. Although this framework

is closer to real-world negotiation scenarios, it is not the approach followed by this paper.

Commonly, there are three approaches to implement automated negotiation: the game theory,

the heuristic approach, and the argumentation-based negotiation (ABN). In this paper, we follow

the third approach since it is a better fit for the context of our target case studies. In the first two

approaches, interactions between negotiating agents are mainly through exchanging proposals.

However, in the argumentation-based approach, in addition to proposals, agents exchange sup-

plementary information, called arguments, which give them a chance to interact more effectively

(Jennings et al., 2001). Argumentation-based negotiation has been studied in the literature us-

ing three major approaches (Karunatillake et al., 2009): The first one, called argumentation-based

defeasible reasoning, is mostly about analyzing the relationships (e.g., support, attack, conflict)

among the received arguments. The argumentation system gathers the received arguments and

compares them with the previous arguments to find the possible conflicts. It, then, uses the rela-

tionship among the arguments to resolve those conflicts and update the agent’s knowledge only

based on reasonable arguments. (Chesnevar et al., 2000; Prakken and Vreeswijk, 2002; Tamani

et al., 2015; Thomopoulos et al., 2015). The second approach works based on rhetorical state-

ments that should be passed during the negotiation to persuade a negotiation party to accept a

proposal. In such case studies, the arguments are mainly defined as structures (schema) for gen-

erating persuasive feedback (Gilbert et al., 2004). In the third group of studies, arguments are a

way of interaction between negotiating parties. In this approach, the parties use a communication
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language to generate the arguments under the structure of dialogue games. The arguments are

usually defined based on a set of predefined rules governing the negotiation (Karunatillake et al.,

2009). Argument handling in this article follows the third approach. Arguments are represented

as phrases justifying the agents’ decisions for rejecting an offer. These arguments are used in the

negotiation process by the agents to acquire knowledge about their opponents.

One of the critical aspects of negotiation is acquiring knowledge about the participants’ pref-

erences. During the negotiation, the participants share their viewpoints and concerns about the ne-

gotiation issues so that they can settle the differences and reach an agreement. However, in many

contexts, negotiators usually reveal only part of their preferences, and the rest remains hidden from

the other parties (Niemann and Lang, 2009). For example, when negotiating over the price of a

product, the buyer may give the seller some clues about his/her available budget but, he/she usu-

ally does not let the seller know his/her exact price preferences (Zeng and Sycara, 1998). In such

cases, the negotiation parties need to learn about their opponents using the exchanged proposals,

opponents’ decisions and, in some cases, supplementary information such as the arguments. The

learning/estimation process is called opponent modeling in the literature of automated negotiation

(Baarslag et al., 2016).

Depending on the negotiation context, opponent modeling can be defined based on three dif-

ferent concepts: Opponent type (what type of characteristics the opponent has); Opponent’s strat-

egy (what the opponent will do); and Opponent’s preference profile (what the opponent seeks)

(Baarslag et al., 2016). The focus of this study is modeling the opponents’ preference profiles.

Each negotiating agent has a preference profile by which it ranks or scores the proposals. Scoring

is stronger than ranking as ranking can be only used for comparing two proposals while scor-

ing reflects the intensity of the difference between their importance as well. Preference profile is

usually part of the information that the agents do not reveal to their opponents and can be very

complicated, especially as the problem space enlarges. In such cases, the agents need to use more

compact ways such as conditional preference networks (CP-Nets) or utility functions to represent
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their preference profiles. CP-Nets (Boutilier et al., 2004) are graphical models in which negotiation

issues are represented as nodes, the correlation between the nodes is modeled with edges, and the

importance of one node over another one is denoted by the weight of the directed edge between

them. Utility functions, on the other hand, assign a score to each proposal based on the values

of its attributes. The most common type of utility functions is the linear additive one, where the

utility of a proposal is the linear combination of the utilities of its attributes (Raiffa et al., 2002;

Chen and Weiss, 2015). More complex non-linear versions of utility functions are also introduced

in the literature (Ito et al., 2011; Marsa-Maestre et al., 2014).

In this study, a multi-agent system (MAS) has been employed to model a one-to-many type of

negotiation among several stakeholders. Each agent in the model represents a (group of) stake-

holder(s) with a set of criteria and preferences that are designed based on the stakeholders’ con-

cerns and interests. The stakeholders comprise the groups or individuals who are either involved

in the decision-making process or affected by the final decision (Freeman, 2010). In this paper,

we focus on estimating the stakeholders’ preference profiles and particularly the utility functions

required to evaluate the proposals (also known as proposal evaluation models). The utility func-

tion of each agent is built based on its criteria and preferences. Here, we consider a fuzzified

version of participants’ preferences based on soft weighted preference limits rather than binary

rejection/acceptance models based on hard thresholds. That is, a stakeholder can assign a fuzzy

score to a proposal to evaluate it.

Consider the following example in the case of selling/buying real estates. In this example,

three stakeholders can be considered, one representing the seller and the other two representing the

buyers (e.g., a couple). For the seller, it is important to persuade the buyers to buy an expensive

place so that he can gain the highest possible profit. For one of the buyers, the price and the year

built of the place are priorities while for the other one, the number of bedrooms, the square footage

of the place, and the distance of the place to the nearest school are significant factors.

Two types of agents are defined in this type of multi-agent system. The first one is the proposer
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Figure 4.2: Negotiation Process

agent, who leads the negotiation and prepares and offers proposals in each round of negotiation.

The second one includes other agents who receive the proposals and decide whether to agree or

disagree with them; they may also provide arguments to the proposer agent. In the real estate

example, the seller agent is the one who offers properties (proposals), and the buyer agents are the

ones who decide about the received offers. Figure 4.2 shows the negotiation process considered

in this paper.

Each agent in the MAS has access to a set of private and public knowledge bases containing

information about itself and sometimes about the other agents’ goals and preferences. A part of the

agents’ knowledge that relates to the other participants is gathered either from public documents

and datasets or directly from the stakeholders. It may also change during the negotiation as a result

of the learning process. The proposer agent has a database of all possible alternatives. For example,

in the real estate case, the proposer agent has access to a dataset of all available real estates in

the market and uses this dataset during the negotiation to find suitable proposals considering his
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priorities and the preferences of the buyer agents. The proposer agent also has access to a database

of previously offered proposals. These records can be used for future references (Rahwan et al.,

2005).

The proposer agent needs to learn about other agents’ preferences and criteria so that it can

estimate their utility functions and reach an agreement with them in fewer rounds of negotiation.

We, therefore, propose an estimation technique based on recursive Bayesian filtering (RBF) to

approximate the parameters of the agents’ utility functions. The only requirement of the proposed

learning framework is the participants’ feedback in each round of negotiation. This feedback

includes the score assigned to the offered proposal as well as the stakeholders’ arguments about

it. Since the stakeholders’ arguments are in the form of natural language sentences, they are first

analyzed using a text processing module and then passed to the estimation module as inputs.

4.2.1 Objective and Contributions

The general goal of this study is making the negotiation process faster and more efficient by learn-

ing the participants’ preferences. To this end, the opponents’ preferences are modeled using fuzzy

utility functions. Thus, the specific objective of this study is to estimate the parameters of these

utility functions without requiring any before-hand knowledge about the negotiators or the negoti-

ation context. The contributions of this paper are threefold.

1. Providing the proposer agent with the ability to recursively learn the parameters of

the stakeholders’ fuzzy evaluation models in short rounds of negotiations. The only

required information is the scores the stakeholders assign to the offered proposals as

well as any argument they may provide in support of their decision. The efficiency

of this learning process is high even in multi-issue, multi-participant negotiations.

2. Processing the learned preference limits of the stakeholders and rebuilding the prob-

abilistic graphical model of the stakeholders and negotiation issues. This graphical

model is used by the proposal preparation module to find a new proposal that has
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a high probability of satisfying the stakeholders. Although this inference approach

is proposed in our previous work (Eshragh et al., 2018), its integration with the

opponent-learning approach (contribution 1) is original to this paper.

3. Examining the proposed learning approach in two case studies of energy-system

development and real estate service. These are two challenging negotiation cases in

terms of the involvement of conflicting stakeholders and the large size/dimension

of the solution space.

4.2.2 Assumptions

We assume that:

• There is one agent responsible for offering proposals, collecting answers and devel-

oping opponents’ models. The other agents do not communicate with each other.

• Opponents’ are logical and do not act randomly; i.e., their strategies do not change

during the negotiation.

• The set of negotiation issues (attributes) is defined before the negotiation starts and

cannot be modified during the negotiation.

4.3 Related Work

Opponent modeling has received much attention in the field of automated negotiation. Depending

on what the negotiating agents need to know about each other, the objective of the modeling process

can be categorized into three different groups: opponent type (the type of player the opponent

is), opponent strategy (the way the opponent acts) and opponent preferences (what opponent is

interested in). These categories may overlap as they are highly related aspects of the negotiating

agents (Baarslag et al., 2016).
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Learning the opponent type helps the proposer agent to predict the way it negotiates and how

it should be replied. For example, in (Lin et al., 2006b) a finite set of agent types with different

characteristics is considered, and an exact pre-defined utility function is assigned to each type. For

this approach to be efficient, one needs to know a limited number of opponent types in advance,

which is a limitation in many contexts.

Learning the opponent strategy is another approach in opponent modeling. It is about predict-

ing the opponent’s actions and their order of occurrence. Acceptance and bidding are the most

common strategies that are modeled by this approach. Different learning techniques, including but

not limited to, Bayesian learning (Ji et al., 2014), non-linear regression (Haberland et al., 2012; Br-

zostowski and Kowalczyk, 2006), artificial neural networks (Fang et al., 2008; Carbonneau et al.,

2011) and kernel density estimation (Oshrat et al., 2009), are used to estimate such models. In

the literature, modeling the acceptance strategy is usually simplified to estimating the probability

of proposal acceptance (Lau et al., 2008; Oshrat et al., 2009; Chen et al., 2016). For example,

in (Chen et al., 2016), the authors use the advice of the crowd (i.e., acceptance or rejection la-

bels on proposals provided by a large group of related agents) to predict the chance of acceptance

or rejection of a proposal. When we have more than one proposer agent, the bidding strategy

is a popular objective in opponent modeling. The bidding strategy determines the proposal the

agent offers in the next rounds of negotiation. Learning the opponent’s bidding strategy helps the

agent to decipher its goals and find the best possible deal based on them (Masvoula, 2013; Rajavel

and Thangarathanam, 2016). For example, in (Rajavel and Thangarathanam, 2016), the authors

propose an adaptive probabilistic behavioral learning system that works based on analyzing the

sequence of proposals received during the negotiation process.

The third class of opponent modeling, which is also the focus of this paper, considers the op-

ponent’s preference profile (i.e., what the opponent cares most about). Preference profile describes

the way an agent evaluates the received proposals. Learning the opponents’ preference profile

helps the proposer agent to offer proposals with a higher chance of acceptance and, therefore, im-
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proves the efficiency of the negotiation process. The preference profile can be defined as simple as

a reservation point for an issue, where everything beyond that point is rejected (Zeng and Sycara,

1998; Rodriguez-Fernandez et al., 2019). In a more complicated setting, the agents use a linear

additive utility function, where the utility of a proposal is the weighted sum of the utility of its at-

tributes (Raiffa et al., 2002; Chen and Weiss, 2015). There are more complicated ways of proposal

evaluation modeling where the utility function becomes non-linear (Ito et al., 2011; Marsa-Maestre

et al., 2014).

Researchers apply four different approaches to estimate the opponents’ preference models

(Baarslag et al., 2016):

1. Learning the importance of each issue to the opponent

2. Classifying the opponent’s behavior where each class is associated with a set of

known preferences

3. Using data from previous negotiations and pattern mining to find the agent’s pref-

erences

4. Using logical reasoning and heuristic search to learn the opponents’ preferences

The first approach refers to the studies in which the proposer agent tries to estimate the rank

or the weight of the issues according to each opponent. Estimating the ranks/weights of the issues

is mainly based on the opponent’s concession-making strategy. That is, the more an opponent

concedes on an issue, the less important the issue is. The ranks of the issues are initialized with

equal values at the beginning of the negotiation and are incrementally updated in each round of

negotiation. For example, in (Niemann and Lang, 2009) a Bayesian learning technique is proposed

to estimate the weight of negotiation issues. They use ten weight hypotheses, ranging from 0.5 to

0.95, for each issue. The initial probability weight for each issue is defined based on a uniform

distribution. As the negotiation proceeds, a concession ratio is calculated for each issue. This ratio
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has an inverse relation with the weight of the issue. Using the calculated ratios, the probability of

the hypotheses and, therefore, the weight of each issue is updated.

Another approach in preference profile modeling is classifying the opponent’s behavior to as-

sign a predefined set of preferences to it (Hindriks and Tykhonov, 2008; Buffett and Spencer,

2005, 2007). In this approach, at first, several opponent classes are identified, and preferences are

assigned to these classes. Then, a classification algorithm is applied to find out to which class the

opponent belongs. For example, Hindriks and Tykhonov (Hindriks and Tykhonov, 2008) consider

a set of possible hypotheses about the opponent’s preference profile. These hypotheses are the

Cartesian product of two sets of hypotheses: hypotheses about the ranks of the issues and hypothe-

ses about the evaluation functions of the issues. The probability of each hypothesis is updated

as the negotiation proceeds, and more pieces of evidence become available. This approach faces

scalability challenges due to the large hypotheses space. To address this challenge, another version

of this method has been proposed, in which the authors presume the ranks of the issues and, thus,

the evaluation functions do not need to be learned simultaneously (Hindriks and Tykhonov, 2008).

The third approach in learning preference profiles uses available historical data from previous

negotiations in a similar context with similar participants. Using such historical data, various data-

mining techniques can be applied to predict the opponent’s preference profile. Robu and La Poutre

(Robu and La Poutre, 2006) use previous negotiation data to build the buyers’ utility graphs. The

utility graph is a structural model of a buyer that shows how the buyer evaluates the dependency

of two different items. Using this graph, the seller can find a bundle of items that are considered

of high value to the buyer and narrow them down to one item with the highest benefit for himself.

This approach is not applicable when no previous negotiations are conducted in a specific context

with a similar set of participants.

For the cases where no previous data is available, and it is not possible to limit the space of

preference profiles to a finite set of known classes, the researchers apply heuristic search to learn

the opponents’ preferences. For example, Aydoğan and Yolum (Aydoğan and Yolum, 2012a,b)
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use the proposals offered by the opponent as positive training instances and the counter-proposals

rejected by the opponent as negative training instances. The agent then tries to learn the importance

of the issues to the opponent and the type of the proposals that he may accept. Another example

of heuristics applied in opponent modeling is frequency analysis where the agent estimate the

importance of an issue based on the number of times the value of an issue has changed during the

negotiation (van Galen Last, 2012; van Krimpen et al., 2013).

In this study, we assume that the agents use a utility function to evaluate the proposals. Each

participant evaluates the attributes of a proposal (i.e., the negotiation issues) by assigning a fuzzy

score to each attribute. Then, the proposal score is calculated by defuzzifying the union of the

attributes’ fuzzy scores using a weighted average approach. Our problem is more than finding

the ranks and weights of the negotiation issues, as our utility models are functions of a more

significant number of parameters than importance weights. Therefore, the proposed methods in

the first category of preference profile modeling are not applicable. The classification approach

is not followed in our research either as it limits the exploration of all the possibilities and makes

the solution dependent on the negotiation context. For instance, in the real-estate case introduced

in section 4.2, the seller agent needs to learn the preference models of the buyers. Based on

the classification approach, a discrete number of classes (assumptions) should be defined, and

the probability of each class should be updated based on the received pieces of evidence in each

negotiation round. A buyer agent in this example is usually concerned about a large set of different

attributes (e.g. price, number of bedrooms, number of bathrooms, square footage, and distance to

nearest school) and each attribute has an importance weight and a utility function assigned to it.

Setting the assumption pool for this example is challenging due to the number of attributes and the

range of their possible values. For example, if the price can vary between $150,000 to $3,000,000,

the buyers’ preferences can be anywhere along this range. In such a situation, even a high number

of assumptions (e.g. ten classes) will not cover the whole range of possible parameters for the

buyers’ utility functions. That is, even with ten classes, the gap between the defined classes is
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as large as $300,000. Missing the values that fall inside this gap can mislead the seller to wrong

estimations of the buyers’ preferences. Increasing the number of classes to reduce this gap will

increase the computation complexity of the problem and will cause the scalability issue mentioned

earlier in this chapter.

As acquiring historical data from previous negotiations is not feasible in many contexts includ-

ing our case studies, the learning approaches relying on this sort of information are not applicable

either. Therefore, in this paper, we propose a recursive Bayesian filtering technique that can esti-

mate the parameters of these fuzzy models only using the feedback it receives from the participants

in each negotiation round. Recursive Bayesian filtering (RBF) is a probabilistic approach for esti-

mating the unknown state of the system using the received measurements over time (Särkkä, 2013).

Different implementations of RBF are proposed in the literature such as Kalman filtering (Zarchan

and Musoff, 2013) and particle filtering (Doucet and Johansen, 2011). In the specific problem

of this paper, the state-space models comprise of elements of non-linearity, non-differentiability,

and non-Gaussianity. Thus, techniques of Kalman filtering or their first-order approximations like

extended Kalman filtering cannot be used. Therefore, we adopt a technique of unscented particle

filtering (UPF), in which the posterior distribution of the state is recursively estimated by a set

of samples (particles) that evolve by time conforming to the transition and observation models of

the system. In automated negotiation, this method receives participants’ feedback as observations

in each negotiation round and estimates their preferences recursively. Besides, the state-space in

automated negotiation might be tightly constrained. For instance, the number of bedrooms in a set

of available houses might not be more than six. To consider such constraints, the proposed UPF

adopts a gain projection approach as well. The proposed approach is described in more details in

section 4.4.
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Figure 4.3: The system flowchart

4.4 Methodology

4.4.1 Multi-Agent System

The proposed model has two specific components in addition to the MAS. The first one, belief

propagation proposal preparation (BPPP) module, is in charge of preparing proposals in each ne-

gotiation round. This component automates the process of proposal offering using Markov random

fields (MRF) and belief propagation (BP) (Eshragh et al., 2018). The other component, called UPF

module, helps the proposer to recursively learn about the stakeholders’ preferences as the nego-

tiation proceeds (Section 4.4). A schematic representation of the proposed negotiation system is

displayed in Figure 4.3. The following sections describe the methodology specifically with a focus

on the UPF component of the system. For more details about the BPPP component, the readers are

referred to (Eshragh et al., 2018).
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4.4.2 Problem Statement

Assume that a set of x+ 1 stakeholders, S =
{

sp,s1,s2, · · · ,sx
}

, are going to negotiate over a set

of y proposals, P =
{

p1, p2, · · · , py
}

. Variable sp represents the proposer agent who initiates the

negotiation and continues it by offering a different proposal in each round. A set of z types of

attributes (i.e. negotiation issues), A = {a1,a2, · · · ,az}, are used to identify the proposals; i.e. each

proposal p j( j = 1, · · · ,y) is characterized by a unique combination of the values of these attributes

as A j =
{

v j
1,v

j
2, · · · ,v

j
z

}
where v j

k is the value of the kth attribute in proposal p j. The preference of

a stakeholder, si(i = 1, · · · ,x), with respect to an attribute, ak(k = 1, · · · ,z), is modeled by a weight

factor and the minimum and maximum acceptable values for that attribute, respectively denoted

by wk,si , Lk,si and Uk,si . These parameters shape the agent’s preference profile, which is in the form

of a linear additive utility function described briefly in section 4.4.3.

The goal of the negotiation is to find a proposal, if any, that meets all agents’ preferences.

That is, the negotiation ends when either the agents reach a mutually acceptable agreement or the

proposer confirms that there is no agreement and terminates the negotiation.

4.4.3 Proposal Evaluation Model

Each stakeholder si(i = 1, · · · ,x) has a set of preference limits, Lk,si and Uk,si , and a weight factor

wk,si over any attribute ak(k = 1, · · · ,z). These parameters form the agent’s preference profile that

is used by the stakeholder to evaluate the offered proposal in each round of negotiation. That is,

the stakeholder si(i = 1, · · · ,x) assigns a score, ϕ
j

k,i, to the value of attribute ak in a proposal p j

and then combines all the scores of different attributes to one score, Φ
j
i , to evaluate the whole

proposal. Here, we have two different types of attributes: “less-is-better” attributes and “more-

is-better” attributes. For example, when buying a house, the price is a less-is-better attribute (a

preference reversal case) while square footage is usually a more-is-better attribute.

The way a stakeholder evaluates a less-is-better attribute is modeled with a monotonically
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(a) (b)

Figure 4.4: Objective function for a) less-is-better attributes b) more-is-better attributes

decreasing fuzzy membership function as in Equation 4.1 (Figure 4.4a).

ϕ
j

k,i(vk) =



0, vk >Uk,si

Uk,si− vk

Uk,si−Lk,si

, Lk,si ≤ vk ≤Uk,si

1, vk < Lk,si

(4.1)

In Equation 4.1, vk is the value of attribute ak that stakeholder si is evaluating; Lk,si is the lower

bound of his preference and Uk,si is the upper bound of his preference with respect to attribute ak.

The more-is-better attributes are evaluated by the stakeholder using a monotonically increasing

fuzzy membership function as in Equation 4.2 (Figure 4.4b).

ϕ
j

k,i(vk) =



0, vk < Lk,si

vk−Lk,si

Uk,si−Lk,si

, Lk,si ≤ vk ≤Uk,si

1, vk >Uk,si

(4.2)

where vk is the value of attribute ak that stakeholder si is evaluating; Lk,si is the lower bound of his

preference, and Uk,si is the upper bound of his preference with respect to attribute ak.

Since a proposal p j is made of a unique combination of the values of various attributes, the

score a stakeholder si assigns to the proposal p j must be defined as a combination of the fuzzy

membership degrees, ϕ
j

k,i(k = 1, · · · ,z), assigned to the attributes of that proposal. That is, the

proposal score is the result of defuzzifying the attributes’ membership functions. In this study, the
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(a) (b) (c)

Figure 4.5: Attribute and proposal score functions a) Score function of the Year-Built attribute b)
Score function of the Price attribute c) Score function of the proposal

weighted average method (Ross, 2005) is selected for this purpose as in Equation 4.3:

Φ
j
i =

z

∑
k=1

wk,si ∗ϕ
j

k,i(v
j
k) (4.3)

where wk,si is the weight of attribute ak for stakeholder si and ϕ
j

k,i is the score of attribute ak

in proposal p j for stakeholder si. v j
k is the value of the kth attribute in this proposal, and z is the

number of the attributes involved in proposal p j.

To understand the evaluation model more clearly, consider the price and year built attributes in

the real estate example. For the buyer agent, year built is a “more-is-better” attribute, and there-

fore, its evaluation model is defined as a monotonically increasing fuzzy membership function.

Assuming 1980 as the lower bound of the stakeholder’s preference and 2010 as his upper bound,

the score of “year built” attribute can be modeled as Figure 4.5a. Price, on the other hand, is

a “less-is-better” attribute for the buyer agent and is evaluated based on the model illustrated in

Figure 4.5b. Assuming each proposal has only these two attributes (i.e. z = 2), the score of

each proposal (i.e., a house in this example) is calculated as a result of defuzzifying the attributes

membership functions, as shown in Figure 4.5c.

During the negotiation process, having the stakeholders’ proposal evaluation models can help

the proposer agent to find a proposal that satisfies others and yet, meets his criteria to the high-

est possible extent. However, the stakeholders do not usually reveal this sort of information to

one another. It is only through the stakeholders’ feedback that the proposer agent can devise the
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participants’ evaluation models. In this study, feedback consists of three components: 1) whether

the proposal is rejected or accepted, 2) the score that the stakeholder assigns to the proposal if the

proposal is rejected 3) the argument(s) about the rejected proposal.

In this research, recursive Bayesian filtering (RBF) (Särkkä, 2013) is applied to estimate stake-

holders’ preferences (thus their evaluation models) using stakeholders’ feedback. Generally, filter-

ing is a probabilistic estimation of the state of a system dynamically using the observations from

the environment. In our study, the state consists of the parameters of stakeholders’ evaluation

models. The interaction with the environment is performed via the control data, i.e., the arguments

made by the stakeholders, and the measurement data, i.e., the scores the stakeholders assign to

the offered proposals. All RBF techniques are based on probabilistic generative laws. The state

of a system can be characterized by a transition probability distribution that shows how the state

evolves as a function of control data. The process by which the measurements are generated can

be modeled using a generative probability distribution. Therefore, in RBF, two main steps repeat

every time a new set of data is received from the environment. The first step, called “prediction”, is

about the stochastic update of the previous/initial estimations using the control data. In the second

step, called “correction”, the belief about the states from the previous step is updated using the

measurement data. Different implementations of RBF exist in the literature, e.g., Kalman filter-

ing, information filtering, histogram filtering, particle filtering, and their unscented and extended

variants. In our case study, the belief of the state has an unknown distribution; i.e., the normal

distribution might not be representative of the belief. Therefore, “particle” sampling can be used

to approximate the belief. Also, the measurement-generation model (i.e. the proposal evaluation

function in Equation 4.3) cannot be linearly approximated via Taylor expansions since it is not

differentiable. As such, unscented particle filtering is the most appropriate RBF approach to apply.

In this study, a modified UPF algorithm is proposed to address the learning process in automated

negotiations.
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4.4.4 Unscented Particle Filtering

Negotiation variables and their initialization

In the negotiation process, random variables are categorized to state, measurement data, and control

data. Concerning the state, each attribute is associated with three elements of the state vector, i.e.,

the preference lower bound and upper bound as well as the weight factor. The state vector is,

therefore, defined as:

X = {Uk,Lk,wk|k = 1,2, · · · ,z} (4.4)

where z is the total number of attributes.

We assume the knowledge (belief) of the proposer agent about the state vector (the preferences

of the other agents) is dynamically changing as a function of two sorts of observations: first, the

score each stakeholder assigns to the offered proposal at round t of the negotiation process, called

measurement data (zt) and second, a set of arguments about rejecting the proposal, called control

data (Ut). Measurement data includes some information related to the state at a distinct point t in

time while control data includes information about the change of one/several elements of the state

within the time interval (t−1, t].

Particle sampling is used to approximate the belief of the state using the particle sets. Each

particle consists of a sample point (hypothesis) from the belief distribution over the state and an

importance weight associated with each sample.

To initialize particle samples, a multivariate Gaussian probability distribution function (PDF),

N(X̄ ,ΣX ), is considered using the initial knowledge of the proposer about the state,X̄ , and the

uncertainty involved with this a priori knowledge represented by a covariance matrix, ΣX . For

instance, in the real estate case, from the initial interactions between the seller and the buyers, the

seller understands that the buyers are looking for an “affordable” place. An affordable price can be

translated to a range from $100,000 to $500,000. Therefore, for the upper bound of the price, the

X̄ is set to $300,000, but as we are uncertain about this initial value, an uncertainty of $200,000
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is assigned to this variable. The covariance matrix, ΣX is built based on uncertainties assigned to

each variable. The impact of the initial values of the state variables on the negotiation results is

further discussed in section 4.5.2.

A total of N hypotheses are sampled from the PDF, N(X̄ ,ΣX ), and uniform weights are assigned

to them. Equation 4.5 represents the particle sample set at time t = 0 (at the beginning of the

negotiation process):

X̄0 =
{

X̄ ( j)
0 | j = 1,2, · · · ,N

}
(4.5)

where X̄ ( j)
0 represents the jth particle sample set at time t = 0.

X̄ ( j)
0 =

{
U j

k ,L
j
k,w

j
k|k = 1,2, · · · ,z

}
(4.6)

As explained in previous sections, in each negotiation round, particles are updated and cor-

rected using the feedback from the stakeholders. Then, an importance weight is given to each

particle, and the particles are re-sampled based on these weights. The higher the weight, the more

the chances of the particle to be resampled. The last step is calculating the weighted average of

the resampled particles as the output of the UPF process in this round of negotiation. These out-

puts will be then used by the BPPP module to find a proposal with a higher probability of being

accepted by all the stakeholders.

The next sections explain the rest of the UPF process in more details. Here, only the essential

equations that are specifically modified to fit the negotiation problem are discussed in details.

To read more about the details of a generic unscented particle filtering approach, the readers are

referred to (Van der Merwe et al., 2000).

The first step of UPF is updating the particles. Each update has two stages: Prediction (using

arguments) and correction (using proposal scores).
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Figure 4.6: UPF process in each negotiation round

Figure 4.7: Update and correct a particle using stakeholders’ feedback
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Particle prediction

In the prediction step, each particle is transformed into a new particle (i.e., a set of weight factors

and preference limits) using the arguments received from the stakeholders in the previous nego-

tiation round. Here, we deal with a non-linear measurement model (Equation 4.3); therefore, an

unscented transform is used to estimate the impact of applying this nonlinear measurement model

on the state belief that, itself, is characterized only in terms of a finite set of particles.

In unscented transform, a number of weighted samples, called sigma points, are selected around

each particle to capture its statistics, mean and covariance. For each particle, X̄ ( j)
t ( j = 1, · · · ,N),

there need to be 2nx +1 sigma points, where nx = 3∗ z is the length of the state vector and z is the

number of negotiation issues. These sigma points are defined as:

X
j
i,t−1 = X̄ ( j)

t , i = 0

X
j
i,t−1 = X̄ ( j)

t +(

√
(nx +λ )Σ

j
t−1)i, i = 1, · · · ,nx

X
j
i,t−1 = X̄ ( j)

t − (

√
(nx +λ )Σ

j
t−1)i, i = nx +1, · · · ,2nx

(4.7)

where λ is a scaling parameter and (
√
(nx +λ )Σ

j
t−1)i is the ith row or column of the matrix square

root of (nx +λ )Σ
j
t−1. Here, Σ

j
t−1 is the covariance matrix of particle j estimated at round t.

The scaling parameter λ is calculated as:

λ = α
2(nx +κ)−nx (4.8)

where α and κ are positive scaling parameters. κ ≥ 0 is recommended in (Van der Merwe et al.,

2000) as it guarantees the positive semidefiniteness of the covariance matrix. α defines the size

of the sigma point distribution. The smaller the α , the less non-local effects are sampled (Van der

Merwe et al., 2000).

For each sigma point, a mean weight (W j(m)
i ) and a covariance weight (W j(c)

i ) are defined.

These weights indicate the importance of the sigma points and are used to determine the mean

of the sigma points and the covariance matrix associated with them. The mean and covariance
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weights of sigma points are defined as:

W
j(m)
i =

λ

nx +λ
,W

j(c)
i =

1
2(nx +λ )

+1−α
2 +β , i = 0

W
j(m)
i =

1
2(nx +λ )

,W
j(c)
i =

1
2(nx +λ )

, i = 1, · · · ,2nx

(4.9)

Parameter β in this equation is used to control the weight of the zeroth sigma point for calculating

the covariance (Van der Merwe et al., 2000).

Based on the arguments received from the stakeholders, the sigma points will be changed

to generate new samples. The arguments, called control data (Ut), give the model an idea of

what needs to be changed to reduce the gap between the estimation and the truth. The arguments

are provided about the attributes with values lower or higher than the preferred thresholds of the

stakeholders. If the argument received from a stakeholder states that the value of attribute ak is

too low, then the upper-bound and the lower-bound of the preference limit, as well as the weight

factor of the attribute ak, should be increased. On the other hand, if the feedback received from

the stakeholder argues that the value of attribute ak is too high, then the upper-bound and the

lower-bound of the preference limit should be decreased, but the weight factor of ak should still

be increased. For instance, in the real-estate case, when an argument is received about decreasing

the price of a property, it means our previous estimations about the preference limits/weight factor

of the price should be revised to better match the stakeholder’s criteria. To achieve this goal, the

sigma points should be changed to reflect our new understanding of the stakeholder’s preferences.

Considering X
j
t−1 as the set of sigma points of the jth particle, the new set, called predicted sigma

points X̄ j
t|t−1, is calculated using a transition function that demonstrates how the control data can

stochastically change the state from time t−1 to time t.

X̄
j
t|t−1 = f (X j

t−1,Ut) (4.10)

Following Eshragh et al. (2018), the transition function f is described in Figure 4.8. This

function takes a set of sigma points X
j
t−1 and arguments Ut as the input and changes the sigma
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Figure 4.8: Transition function f pseudo-code

points based on the arguments. For each argument ut ∈ Ut , if the argument is about attribute

ak,k = (1, · · · ,z), then the weight and preference limits related to ak should be revised in all sigma

points. If the argument ut is about the value of ak being too high, it means that the preference limits

of this attribute for the stakeholder are lower than the current estimation. That is, these preference

limits should be increased. However, if the argument ut is about the value of ak being too low,

it means that the preference limits of this attribute for the stakeholder are higher than the current

estimation and should, therefore, be decreased. In both cases, the weight factor of the attribute ak

should be increased since receiving an argument about an attribute can be translated to its level

of importance to the stakeholder. The amount of decreasing or increasing the preference limits

is proportional to the standard deviation (uncertainty) of the current estimation of the respective

state (e.g. 10% of the standard deviation). The amount of by which the weight factor states are

increased is defined based on a percentage of the current weight value plus a percentage of the

current standard deviation to its related state.
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The next step is calculating the mean of the predicted sigma points which is called mean pre-

dicted particle, X̄ j
t|t−1 . Mean predicted particle is actually a refined version of the original particle

(hypothesis). It is calculated as below:

X̄ j
t|t−1 =

2nx

∑
i=0

W
j(m)
i ∗ X̄ j

i,t|t−1 (4.11)

where W
j(m)
i is the mean weight of sigma point i defined as in Equation 4.9.

The uncertainty of the predicted particle is then calculated as:

Σ
j
t|t−1 =

2nx

∑
i=0

W
j(c)
i ∗ (X̄ j

i,t|t−1− X̄ j
t|t−1)∗ (X̄

j
i,t|t−1− X̄ j

t|t−1)
T

(4.12)

where W
j(c)
i , defined in Equation 4.9, is the covariance weight of sigma point i.

To measure how far the estimations are from the stakeholder’s criteria, the score of the current

proposal (Pt−1) should be estimated based on the predicted preference limits and weight factors

(the predicted particle) and then be compared to the actual score received from the stakeholders.

To estimate the score of the current proposal, first, the predicted measurement (score) of each

predicted sigma point X̄ j
i,t|t−1 is calculated using the measurement model:

z j
i,t|t−1 = h(X̄ j

i,t|t−1) (4.13)

where h is the evaluation function defined in Equation 4.3.

The average predicted score is then calculated as:

z̄ j
t|t−1 =

2nx

∑
i=0

W
j(m)
i ∗ z j

i,t|t−1 (4.14)

where W
j(m)
i is the mean weight of sigma point i.

The differences of this score from the real scores of the proposal (received from the stakehold-

ers) are used in the next step to correct the predicted state.
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Particle correction

For correcting the so-far estimated state, a gain factor must be used to indicate to what extent the

measurement data can affect the prediction results.

Using covariance weights defined in Equation 4.9, the variance of the predicted score is calcu-

lated as:

Pz̄t ,z̄t =
2nx

∑
i=0

W
j(c)
i ∗ (z j

i,t|t−1− z̄ j
t|t−1)∗ (z

j
i,t|t−1− z̄ j

t|t−1)
T +Rt (4.15)

where Rt is the variance of the measurement noise. In our case, it is the variance of the proposal

scores received from different stakeholders.

Px̄t ,z̄t =
2nx

∑
i=0

W
j(c)
i ∗ (X j

i,t|t−1− X̄ j
t|t−1)∗ (z

j
i,t|t−1− z̄ j

t|t−1)
T (4.16)

Px̄t ,z̄t is the cross-covariance matrix of the predicted sigma points and the scores associated with

them.

The gain matrix is then calculated as:

Kt = Px̄t ,z̄t ∗ (Pz̄t ,z̄t )
−1 (4.17)

Having the gain matrix and the real scores received from the stakeholders, it is time to proceed

to the correction step. Each particle is corrected as follows:

X̄ j
t = X̄ j

t|t−1 +Kt ∗ (zt− z̄ j
t|t−1) (4.18)

where zt is the score (measurement data) received from the stakeholder for the last offered proposal

Pt−1 and z̄ j
t|t−1 is the score predicted for this proposal using Equation 4.3. In the case of multiple

stakeholders with multiple scores, zt is the mean of their scores. In the case the proposer agent has

more interest in satisfying one or a group of stakeholders compared to the others, then a weighted

average of these scores can be used, where higher weights are assigned to more “important” stake-

holders.
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The covariance matrix of the updated particle is updated as follows:

Σ̄
j
t = Σ

j
t|t−1− (Kt ∗Pz̄t ,z̄t ∗Kt

T ) (4.19)

In our problem domain, the state values are limited; For example, the lower-bound preference

limit for the price cannot be smaller than the price of the least expensive property in the database of

the proposer agent. As such, we propose a constrained UPF technique. That is, a set of inequality

constraints are enforced as follows:

DkX̄ j
t ≤ dk (4.20)

where Dk is the design matrix of the constraints and dk ∈ Rnd is a known vector representing the

bounds of the inequality constraints. Using the defined constraints in the gain projection approach

(Simon, 2010), the constrained updated particle is defined as:

X̄ j
t = X̄ j

t +DT (DDT )−1(DkX̄ j
t −dk) (4.21)

Through the rules of error propagation, the covariance matrix is updated as follows:

Σ̄
j
t = Σ̄

j
t +DT (DDT )−1DΣ̄

j
t (D

T (DDT )−1D)T (4.22)

Having the updated particle, the predicted measurement (score) is updated as:

z̄ j
t = h(X̄ j

t ) (4.23)

Figure 4.7 briefly explains the prediction and correction stages to update a particle.

The importance weight of the particle indicates its importance compared to the other parti-

cles; the higher the importance weight, the closer the particle to the expected state. We use an

exponential probability distribution to re-weight each particle as follows:

w j
t = w j

t−1 ∗λp ∗ exp(−λp ∗ |zt− z̄ j
t |) (4.24)

where w j
t−1 is the weight of particle j from the previous negotiation round and λp is the rate

parameter. The larger the λp, the higher the effect of |zt − z̄ j
t | on the weight of the jth particle;
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Figure 4.9: Mapping uniformly selected index SI to the cumulative distribution domain

i.e. the particles further from the state belief will have less weight. At t = 0, particle weights are

uniformly distributed.

Once all the N particles are re-weighted, the weights of the particles need to be normalized as

follows.

w̃ j
t =

w j
t

∑
N
j=1 w j

t
(4.25)

State update by importance resampling

The next step is resampling in order to eliminate the particles with considerably low weights.

There are various methods of resampling in the literature such as Bayesian importance sam-

pling (Geweke, 1989), sequential importance sampling (SIS)(Liu and Chen, 1998) and sampling-

importance resampling (SIR) (Rubin, 1988). In this study, SIR is employed as it does not have the

degeneracy problem of the other algorithms. The degeneracy problem usually happens in sequen-

tial importance sampling when the variance of the importance weights increases stochastically over

time.

In SIR, a Dirac random measure
{

X̄ j
t , w̃

j
t

}
is mapped into an equally weighted random measure

(X j́
t ,1/N). That is, N samples are uniformly drawn from the discrete set (X̄ j

t ; j = 1, · · · ,N) with

probabilities (w̃ j
t ; j = 1, · · · ,N).
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Figure 4.10: Resampling algorithm pseudo-code

To do so, the cumulative distribution of the discrete set of the particles weights is constructed.

Next, a sampling index SI is uniformly selected, and then, projected to the cumulative distribution

function (Figure 4.9). The intersection with the function denotes the new sample at index j. That

is, the vector X̄ j
t is accepted as a new sample. Through this process, more copies of particles with

higher weights are generated. Drawing N samples from the cumulative distribution σ
j

i=1w̃ j
t (δ X̄t)

is the same as sampling (N j; j = 1, · · · ,N) from a multinomial distribution with N number of

trials and w̃ j
t ( j = 1, · · · ,N) event probabilities. Figure 4.10 is the pseudo-code of the resampling

algorithm.

As a result of resampling, some particles with higher weights might be duplicated too many

times. To make sure there is still enough variation in the sample set, Markov Chain Monte Carlo

(MCMC) solution (Andrieu et al., 1999; Doucet and Gordon, 1999) is applied. The idea is that

applying a specific Markov chain transition kernel will result in the same distribution of the parti-

cles except that the new particles may move to more interesting areas of the state-space. That is,

the variation of the current distribution can only increase using the Markov chain transition kernel.

It is due to the fact that applying a Markov chain transition kernel K(X̄ j
t−1|X̃

j
t ) on particles dis-

tributed based on the posterior distribution p(X̄t |zt), only moves the particles to a new space and
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does not change the posterior distribution. However, the new space to which the particles move

might be more interesting in terms of variation and, therefore, may lead to more interesting results.

If a move does not result in a more interesting outcome, then the move will not be accepted and

the previous state of the particle will be conserved. The MCMC strategy avoids duplicating the

particles whose probability of improving the state belief is less than their previous versions. The

readers are referred to (Van der Merwe et al., 2000) for implementation details of this strategy.

The final step of the algorithm in the current negotiation round is finding the mean of all parti-

cles:

X̄t =
1
N

N

∑
j=0

X̄ j
t (4.26)

Finally, the average of the resampled particles is used as the estimation of the proposer about

the stakeholders’ preference limits and weights (e.g. {Uk,Lk,wk|k = 1,2, · · · ,z}). Using these

estimated values, the BPPP module readjusts its understanding of the stakeholders and prepares a

new proposal to offer at the next round of negotiation.

The UPF process is repeated in every negotiation round after receiving the stakeholders’ feed-

back until the negotiation terminates.

4.5 Experiments

The proposed methodology is applied to two different case studies. The first case study discusses

negotiations in the context of an energy-system planning project in Alberta, Canada. The negoti-

ations in this project involve multiple stakeholders and multiple issues. Various sets of geospatial

data, gathered from Alberta Biodiversity Monitoring Institute (ABMI) and Alberta Environment

and Parks (AEP) public resources are available to be used in these negotiations. The second case

study models the negotiations in a real estate context. In this case study, three types of data have

been used: real estate sale data from King County, US, between May 2014 and May 2015, the

GIS data related to these properties from King County GIS Open data website (King County GIS
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Center, 2018), and preference data from actual users gathered through online interviews. The

sales dataset includes 21614 records and large problem domain caused by ten different negotia-

tion attributes compared to the energy-system planning case study (with 100 alternatives and five

attributes). Therefore, it is used to evaluate the performance and scalability of the proposed UPF

approach in a large-scale problem. Besides, with the diversity of the data from actual users, more

complicated negotiation scenarios could be tested on the real estate case.

4.5.1 Case study A: Energy-System Planning in Alberta

One of the most critical economic and environmental challenges in the world is developing energy

resources sustainably and efficiently. The success of these decisions depends on two critical fac-

tors: first, the ability to process possible solutions effectively based on the economic, social and

environmental aspects and second, including a large community of stakeholders so that the final

decisions are acceptable to everyone. An example of these energy-system planning decisions is

developing reliable electricity grids in Alberta due to the growing demand. Exploring the routing

options (to find an alternative to link the supply source to the customers) is a key problem in these

sorts of projects where both environmental and non-environmental factors are involved. Our first

case study evaluates routing alternatives in an electricity transmission project. The supply source

in this case study is a hydropower plant near Slave River and Forth Smith city at the border of

Alberta and Northwest Territories, denoted by a red star on the map of Figure 4.11. The demand

center is the Ells River 2079 substation, illustrated by an orange triangle in Figure 4.11. Among

the possible electricity transmission routes between the hydropower plant and the substation, one

should be selected through negotiations with various stakeholders. A set of criteria, including

the area, type, and the coverage of the land that will be affected, the environmental impacts (e.g.,

wildlife and wetlands), the development costs, and the population that will be affected by the route,

should be considered in this negotiation process. In the current study, three groups of stakeholders

are identified and modeled: first nations, industrial parties, and environmentally-focused groups.

While the industrial parties are more concerned about the economic cost of the project, the other
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Table 4.1: Significant stakeholders in the project on energy-system planning; Source: (Eshragh
et al., 2018)

Stakeholder
category

Group name Agent name Primary
concerns

First Nations Community,
Aboriginal and
Native Ameri-
can Relations in
TransCanada

FN Damage to first na-
tion reserves (FN
value)

Treaty 8 First Na-
tions of Alberta

Environmentally
focused groups

Alberta Environ-
ment and Sus-
tainable Resource
Development

AEP Damage to for-
est areas (Forest
value), wildlife
(Wildlife value),
and wetlands
(Wetland value)

Industries on the
transmission side

ATCO Electric TFO
(Proposer)

Construction costs

AltaLink

stakeholders’ criteria are mostly about the impact of the transmission line on humans and their

natural and built environment. Table 4.1 summarizes the stakeholders and their primary concerns

in more details.

Implementation

To implement the MAS and its additional components (i.e. BPPP and UPF modules), Java 8

thread processing is used. Proposal databases are implemented using Java Arrays as they are pretty

small databases. Agents’ interactions are implemented using shared files and synchronized Java

variables. We have also used Python scripts to process the GIS data using GDAL (GDAL/OGR

contributors, 2017) and ArcPy (Esri, 2017) libraries. These scripts generate alternative routes and

calculate their costs using their geographic features. The next section explains the data preparation

in more details.
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Figure 4.11: The study area located near the Slave River and Forth Smith city at the border of
Alberta and the Northwest Territories; Source: (Eshragh et al., 2018)
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Figure 4.12: Selected routes in the data preparation phase; Source: (Eshragh et al., 2018)
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Data preparation

In this case study, the required GIS data is acquired through the Alberta Biodiversity Monitoring

Institute (ABMI) and Alberta Environment and Parks (AEP) public resources. The GIS data layers

include the maps of different types of forests (e.g., Broadleaf and Coniferous), wetlands, wildlife

areas (e.g., caribou zones, different fish areas), roads, and first nation reserves.

To retrieve a set of possible alternatives and build the proposal database, the GIS data layers are

processed using a Python script. The Python script employs GDAL and ArcPy libraries to perform

spatial data analysis to find a set of paths and assign attribute values to each path. These alternate

paths are determined using least cost path analysis, where the cost is the construction cost of the

path calculated based on the length of the path, its distance to the road network and its intersection

with different types of land. Finally, each path, used as a proposal during the negotiation process, is

described by a set of attributes including forest-destruction cost, wildlife-disturbance cost, wetland-

damage cost, impact on First-nations’ (FN) lands, and construction cost. These attributes are

quantified by a combination of a variety of data sources and a set of environmental, ecological,

cultural and economic measures. For instance, the forest-destruction cost is determined based on

the intersection of the path with different types of forest area. For further details about this dataset,

the readers are referred to (Eshragh et al., 2018). Figure 4.12 represents a hundred alternative

routes that are selected based on the described approach. These routes approximately cover the

whole area between the source power plant and the substations.

Results and discussions

The first experiment in this section is conducted to help determine the right value for the rate

parameter λp in Equation 4.24. As figure 4.13 shows, this parameter does not have any major

influence on the performance of the algorithm. Among the possible values between 0 and 1,

λp = 0.8 and λp = 1 lead to less number of negotiation rounds. We, therefore, selected λp = 1 for

the rest of the experiments.

In the rest of the experiments explained in this section, preference profile estimation using
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Figure 4.13: Effect of λp on the negotiation efficiency

the proposed UPF approach is compared to a frequency-based approach. All components of the

negotiation system other than the opponent modeling component are identical in the comparisons

to make the comparative analysis fair. That is, the opponents’ utility functions are fuzzified in the

same way, the initial knowledge-bases of the agents are identical, and the proposal preparation is

performed using BPPP in both cases. The experiments, for both approaches, are conducted in two

different settings: in the presence of the arguments and without arguments.

The reason for selecting the frequency-based approach is that it has been popular in related

studies in automated negotiation (van Krimpen et al., 2013; Hao and Leung, 2012; van Galen Last,

2012). As explained in the related work section, the other available approaches in opponent mod-

eling are not applicable in this case study. For example, applying the classification approach,

introduced by Hindriks and Tykhonov (2008) is not feasible here as the size of the hypotheses

space can grow really large considering the space of possible values for each attribute. Besides,

these studies are designed for proposal-based negotiation and are not suitable for argumentation-

based contexts. The main problem with heuristic opponent-learning approaches, such as the ones

studied in (van Krimpen et al., 2013; Aydoğan and Yolum, 2012a; Restificar and Haddawy, 2004),

is that they are mainly designed for specific negotiation contexts (e.g. bidding) and specific forms
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of preferences (Restificar and Haddawy, 2004; Aydoğan and Yolum, 2012a). Thus, they cannot

be generalized to other contexts. For example, in (Aydoğan and Yolum, 2012a), the preferences

are defined either as a set of constraints in the form of conjunctives and disjunctives or via Con-

ditional Preference Networks. The authors suggest a heuristic learning strategy that learns the

opponents’ preference models approximately. The other problem with heuristic approaches is that

they are usually designed for and applied in proposal-based negotiations and cannot be easily

adopted in argumentation-based negotiations. The reason is that the main part of the learning pro-

cess in such studies is based on the way the opponent chooses the values of the attributes of the

counter-proposal. With no access to such information in argumentation-based negotiation, heuris-

tic approaches cannot proceed. For example, in (van Krimpen et al., 2013), the algorithm works

based on the attribute values that the opponent has kept unchanged over all its offered bids. In our

case studies, we receive no counteroffer from the stakeholders, and, therefore, such an approach is

not applicable.

In the frequency-based approach (Eshragh et al., 2018), the parameters of an opponent’s prefer-

ence profile (e.g., the lower and upper preference limits as well as the weight factors) are readjusted

every time an argument is received about a negotiation issue from that opponent. That is, if the ar-

gument is about increasing the value of a proposal attribute, the lower and upper preference limits

and the weight factor associated with that attribute are increased to a pre-specified extent and vice

versa if the argument recommends decreasing the value of an attribute.

In the experiments explained in this section, the performance of the proposed approach is

measured in terms of the negotiation rounds required to reach a mutually acceptable agreement;

i.e., the negotiation efficiency. Due to the stochastic nature of UPF, experiments using UPF are

repeated Ne = 50 times. In cases where, due to graphics limitations, we cannot show the results

from all the Ne trials, the demonstrated result corresponds to the mean outcome of Ne trials. To
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Figure 4.14: Number of negotiation rounds using UPF and frequency-based approaches

compare the results, a measure, called the improvement factor, is defined as:

in =
(NUPF −NFreq)

NFreq
∗100,n = 1, · · · ,Ne (4.27)

where in is the percentage of improvement for the nth trial, NUPF is the number of negotiation

rounds required to reach an agreement using the UPF approach, and NFreq is the number of negoti-

ation rounds using the frequency-based approach. The average improvement is then calculated as:

I =
(∑

Ne
n=1 in)
Ne

(4.28)

In a normal distribution, 99.73% of the values lie within three standard deviations of the mean.

Therefore, in the experiments explained in this section, we set α = 0.727, β = 2.0 and κ = 2.0

so that, λ = −6 based on Equation 4.8. Here, with 5 proposal attributes, nx = 5 ∗ 3 = 15 and

therefore,
√

(nx +λ ) is equal to 3 which leads us to sigma points located within three standard

deviations of the original particle.

Figure 4.14 compares the number of negotiation rounds using the UPF and the frequency-based

approaches.

Using the estimated preference profiles provided by the frequency-based approach, the agents

reach an agreement in 10 rounds of negotiation. However, as illustrated in Figure 4.14, the UPF ap-
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proach improves the performance of the negotiations process to a great extent. That is, the number

of negotiation rounds using the UPF approach decreases to a minimum of five rounds. The reason

for this improvement is the ability of the UPF approach to recursively estimate the preference pro-

files of the stakeholders based on their feedback. For example, when the UPF module receives an

argument about the impact on first-nations’ lands being too high, it quickly readjusts the predicted

values for the lower and upper limits and the weight factor of the stakeholders’ preference about

this attribute and corrects the predictions using the scores assigned to the proposal. As described

thoroughly in section 4.4.4, this correction process is more sophisticated than simply presuming

the rate at which the correction should happen as in a frequency-based approach.

To determine the quality of the reached agreements using UPF and frequency based approaches,

the agreement scores (Equation 4.3) are calculated. The agreement score according to the ESRD

agent is 0.69 using both approaches. The reason the scores are the same for both approaches is that

the number of alternatives in this case study is limited (100 possible solutions) and therefore, there

is one alternative that is finally agreed upon no matter what approach is used by the negotiation

system.

As shown in Figure 4.15, the UPF approach finds a close estimation of the upper preference

limit for the FN attribute in the second round (the blue arrow) while it takes the frequency-based

approach nearly eight rounds (the red arrow).

The other important difference between these two approaches is that after finding the right

estimation, the UPF approach stays around the stakeholder’s limit as the negotiation proceeds.

However, in the frequency-based approach, the limit blindly decreases as many times as it receives

arguments about the FN attribute even after reaching to the right estimation.

In another experiment, the sensitivity of the UPF approach to the arguments provided by the

stakeholders is analyzed. As shown in Figure 4.16, the number of negotiation rounds using the

UPF approach increases dramatically when the stakeholders send no arguments to the proposer.

That is, the arguments help UPF to improve the estimations impressively, and therefore, reduce
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Figure 4.15: Estimated upper bound preference limit for FN attribute using UPF and frequency-
based approaches

Figure 4.16: Number of negotiation rounds using UPF and frequency-based approaches with and
without arguments
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the number of negotiation rounds. Also, it is noticed that even without the arguments, the UPF

approach still excels the frequency-based approach and reduces the required rounds of negotiation

up to 38% (average improvement of 25.44%).

4.5.2 Case study B: King County House Sales

This case study is about the negotiations that occur in the context of purchasing a real estate. The

dataset used in this case study contains 21614 records of house sale in King County, US, from

May 2014 to May 2015 (Kaggle, 2017). Each record of the dataset represents a property and its

attributes including the price, location, number of bedrooms, number of bathrooms, surface area

(in sqft), the house condition (quantified by a number between 1 to 5 with five being in the best

condition), and the year built. Figures 4.17 and 4.18 represent the study area of this case study

and the houses available for negotiation. Through a new set of experiments, the performance,

scalability, and applicability of the proposed methodology are tested.

Implementation

For this case study, a similar MAS as the first case study is used. The only difference in imple-

menting this MAS is the proposals database that is developed using Microsoft SQL Server 2014

and MySQL 5.7 database management systems.

Data preparation

Using the location of a house and available GIS data about different facilities in King County

(King County GIS Center, 2018), the distance of the house to the nearest school, hospital, park and

subway station in the city is calculated and considered as additional attributes of the house. These

geospatial calculations are performed using ArcGIS network analysis toolbox (Esri, 2018).

The negotiations in the second case study happen between two agents: One representing the

realtor (i.e., seller) agent and other representing the buyer(s). For the realtor agent the price is the

priority: the higher the price of the sold house, the more profit the realtor can make. However,

the buyer tries to find a place that meets his criteria with the lowest possible price. People usually
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Figure 4.17: The study area-King County, Washington, US

have different preferences when buying a house. To model a wider range of buyers’ behaviors,

a web-based application is developed that interacts directly with different groups of people and

acquires their concerns and preferences when buying a house (Figure 4.19). Through this website,

we gathered data from 16 different users.

Results and Discussions

In a normal distribution, 99.73% of the values lie within three standard deviations of the mean.

Therefore, in the experiments explained in this section, we set α = 0.53, β = 2.0 and κ = 2.0 so

that, λ = −21 based on Equation 4.8. Here, with 10 proposal attributes nx = 10 ∗ 3 = 30, and,

therefore,
√
(nx +λ ) is equal to 3 which leads us to sigma points within three standard deviations

of the original particle.

In the first experiment, we used the users’ data to build the model of the stakeholder agent

and then run the MAS using UPF and frequency-based approaches. Figure 4.20 illustrates the
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Figure 4.18: Houses for sale in King County

average improvement achieved by the UPF approach. As shown, the UPF approach can improve

the efficiency of negotiation up to 85%. Two users are absent in this chart. That is because the

criteria of these users were too easy to estimate, and the number of negotiation rounds required to

reach an agreement with these users was less than three even without using the UPF approach.

The same set of experiments is repeated without passing arguments between the agents. As

shown in Figure 4.21, even without passing arguments, the UPF approach can improve the nego-

tiation efficiency up to 87.7%. For some users (e.g., U10, U11, and U12), however, the number

of negotiation rounds can only be improved if the agents pass arguments. This is mainly because

these users have very narrowed preference limits, too hard to estimate only based on the scores

they assign to the offered properties.

The quality of the reached agreements (measured by the agreement score) using the UPF and

frequency-based approaches are compared in Figure 4.22. Although the goal of using the UPF
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(a) (b)

(c) (d)

Figure 4.19: Developed website for collecting users’ preference profiles; (a) Acquiring user’s
criteria; (b) Offering a property; (c) Representing attributes of the proposed property; (d) Acquiring
user’s feedback about the offered property
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Figure 4.20: Average improvement using UPF approach with arguments over Frequency-based
approach with arguments

Figure 4.21: Average improvement using UPF approach without arguments over Frequency-based
approach without arguments
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Figure 4.22: Quality of the final agreement using UPF approach and Frequency-based approach

approach is improving the efficiency of the negotiation process, the figure shows that the quality of

the agreements achieved using this approach is also quite appealing comparing to the agreements

reached by the frequency-based approach. As illustrated, for most of the users, the average agree-

ment score achieved by the UPF approach is greater or equal to the agreement score reached using

the frequency-based approach (shown by the red dash sign). The green and orange bars represent

the range of the score for the agreements reached by the UPF approach in 50 trials. For those users

with lower-quality agreements with the UPF approach, the difference is negligible.

In the negotiation context, the proposer agent must initiate the negotiation based on its limited

knowledge of the other stakeholders. To investigate the effect of different initial estimations on the

amount of improvement, two settings are tested. In the first setting, the buyer starts the negotiation

with some realistic assumptions about the buyer’s preference limits and weight factors. It means

that the initial estimations are closer to the user’s criteria. In the second setting, the seller does not

know the buyer at all and, thus, makes random initial assumptions about the buyer’s preference

limits and weight factors. It means the initial estimations are very far from the user’s criteria. This

experiment is performed for four different users, Users 1, 4, 6, and 14. These users are particularly

selected to have an example from each category of high, low and moderate improvements. For

user U14, the UPF performance is considerably better than the frequency-based approach. For user
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Figure 4.23: Average improvement with different initial state estimations for users U1, U4, U6,
and U14

U4, the UPF improves the results to a moderate degree. For users U1 and U6, the improvement

achieved by UPF is lower in comparison to the other users. We want to ensure that the high

performance of UPF is not impacted by the initial approximations of the variables. Figure 4.23

illustrates the results.

In the experiment with user U1, with the first setting, 28.4% improvement is witnessed while

with the second setting, 36.11% improvement is resulted. For user U4, the improvement in the case

of the first setting is 69.4% which is then increased to 85% in the second setting. In the experiment

with user U6, the first setting resulted in 28.66% improvement while the second setting resulted in

32% improvement. For user U14, the improvement with the first setting is 84.61% while the second

setting resulted in 95.71%. That is, despite unreasonable, random initial approximations for the

state variables, the UPF approach learns these parameters quickly and does not allow any decrease

in performance compared to the frequency-based approach. On the other hand, the frequency-

based approach depends on the frequency of the observations to rectify the initial state towards the

true state; which means it is highly dependent on the initial approximations.

Figure 4.24 shows a specific example of the behavior of the two approaches for estimating the

upper bound for the price attribute in the second setting for user U14. In this setting, the user’s
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Figure 4.24: Estimated upper preference limit for price attribute using UPF approach and
Frequency-based Approach

real upper bound for the price is $500,000, but the proposer initiates the negotiation with setting

this limit randomly to $2,000,000. The UPF estimates the price upper bound right after receiving

the first feedback; however, it takes the frequency-based approach 238 rounds to estimate the right

limit. Also, it is noticed that the frequency-based approach keeps decreasing the limit even after

finding the right value. However, the UPF approach stays around the estimated limit until the end of

the negotiation. As such, the negotiation takes 375 rounds by the frequency-based approach, while

the UPF approach learns the user’s criteria in a few rounds and finds the appropriate proposal in

only 11 rounds.

Another observation about the UPF approach is that the UPF applies the concepts of uncertainty

(covariance matrix) in learning the preferences of the user. As such, in combination with BPPP

module, it follows a logical trend in offering the proposals to the user. That is, when the user

shows strong concern about an attribute, the uncertainty of the estimated limits/weights for that

attribute increases and, therefore, the new offered proposal will be very different from the previous

proposal (larger variance). However, when the user does not show any strong concern about many

attributes, the uncertainty of the estimation decreases and, thus, there is no reason for the new

proposal to be largely different from the last one. This type of covariance analysis is not possible

in the frequency-based approach. To better understand this point, Figures 4.25 and 4.26 represents

the price and the year built attribute values in the offered proposals by both the UPF and frequency-

based approaches in the second setting of user U14. Although the proposed price trend seems to
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(a)

(b)

Figure 4.25: Proposed values for a) Price b)Year-Built attributes using the UPF estimations of
stakeholder’s criteria
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(a)

(b)

Figure 4.26: Proposed values for a) Price b)Year-Built attributes using the Frequency-based esti-
mations of stakeholder’s criteria

Figure 4.27: Negotiation results with UPF approach with and without BP proposal preparation
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be similar for both UPF and frequency-based approach (i.e. they both approach the right solution),

the pace of the trends seems different. This pace is particularly affected by the speed of learning

the preferences. The other difference in the trends comes from the fact that, unlike the frequency-

based approach, the UPF approach is capable of maintaining the trend because of its ability to

measure and consider uncertainties.

Finally, an experiment is conducted to investigate the combination of the UPF module with the

BP proposal preparation module explained in (Eshragh et al., 2018). As shown in Figure 4.27,

the UPF approach works well either with or without the BPPP component. However, without

using the BPPP component, the importance of different stakeholders’ in the negotiation process

can significantly affect the efficiency of the process. That is, using the BPPP approach removes

the need for manual estimation of proper importance weights as opposed to what the utility-based

approach imposes.

4.6 Conclusion and Future Work

In this paper, we presented a novel estimation technique for modeling and learning opponents’

preferences in automated negotiation. Opponents’ preference profiles are modeled using fuzzy

functions, the parameters of which are estimated in real time using an approach based on un-

scented particle filtering. In each round of negotiation, a proposal is offered to stakeholders by the

proposer agent. The stakeholders provide feedback to the proposer; the feedback includes a fuzzy

score assigned to the proposal and some arguments about the offered proposal. Using the feedback

received from the opponents and the proposal offered to them, the UPF approach recursively esti-

mates the opponents’ preference model. The estimated model is then used by the proposer agent

to enable a graphical-modeling solution (BPPP module) to find the next proposal that is closer to

opponents’ preferences while meeting his criteria as well. That is, at each round of negotiation,

the offered proposal has a higher probability of being accepted by all the stakeholders. The pro-

posed estimation technique, therefore, facilitates the negotiation process and accelerates reaching
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an agreement.

The proposed methodology was compared to a frequency-based approach in two different case

studies: energy-system planning in Alberta and King County house sales. In both case studies,

the UPF approach excels the frequency-based approach even when the arguments were removed

from the agents’ interactions. For the second case study, the experiments are repeated for 16

different real participants. The UPF approach accelerates the negotiation process up to 85% when

realistic knowledge of the users is available and up to 95% where the negotiation starts with no

prior knowledge about the users.

The proposed approach also considers the uncertainty of the estimations, which makes it ca-

pable of having a logical pattern in offering proposals to the opponents. For instance, when the

stakeholders show strong concern about an attribute, the uncertainty of the preference profile es-

timated for that attribute increases; this causes the BPPP module to select a new proposal largely

different from the previous one.

The performance of the proposed estimation technique depends on the initial approximations of

the opponents’ preferences. That is, the better the initial estimation, the quicker the UPF approach

in learning the real preference profile of the user. In the future, we will focus on providing the

estimation module with more accurate initial approximations using natural language processing

techniques. Another future goal of this research is using the auxiliary data, such as geospatial

neighborhood information, to generate pseudo-observations for the UPF module and improve the

estimations even more.
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Chapter 5

General Conclusions and Discussions

5.1 Summary and Conclusions

Along with the widespread applications of artificial intelligence in every aspect of human life,

automated negotiation has received a great deal of attention in the past few decades. There are

several studies on modeling negotiation scenarios using computational models and advanced AI

techniques in specific contexts such as e-commerce and supply chain management. Despite the

advances made in this field, there are still challenges that need to be addressed due to the compli-

cated nature of human interactions. Based on the context, there are two main types of negotiations:

proposal-based negotiations and argumentation-based negotiations. Modeling argumentation-based

negotiations that take place among multiple parties over a variety of criteria has been addressed

less thoroughly compared to the other types of negotiation. Providing a way to model the par-

ticipants’ preferences, understanding the opponents’ strategies and offering proposals with a high

probability of being accepted are the most important challenges in modeling this type of negotia-

tions. This thesis has addressed some of the problems in this domain with a focus on one-to-many

argumentation-based negotiations between multiple parties over a variety of criteria.

In multi-issue multi-participant negotiations, it is essential to be able to offer an appropriate

proposal in each round of negotiation based on all the available information about the negotiation

participants. Considering a large set of solutions, while preparing the proposal, all negotiators’

criteria need to be taken into account. The question is how to find the appropriate proposal with

respect to all the negotiation issues especially when we have minimal knowledge about the oppo-

nents. This question can be broken into three detailed questions: 1- How to model stakeholders’

preferences? 2- How to improve the agents’ knowledge about the preferences of their opponents?

3- How to use this knowledge to find a proposal with a high likelihood of getting accepted. These
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questions form the objectives of this study as: 1- Applying a close-to-reality mathematical model

of stakeholders’ preferences, 2- Developing a learning/estimation approach to learn this model

and 3- designing a mechanism for finding the appropriate proposal based on the learned/estimated

model of the stakeholders.

Starting by the third objective, initially, a basic model of stakeholders’ preferences is consid-

ered and applied the frequency-based approach (already used in the literature) to estimate the stake-

holders’ preferences by processing their feedback. Based on this basic model, a mechanism for

proposal preparation based on the estimated opponents’ criteria is developed (presented in chapter

2) to address the third objective. The proposal-preparation approach represents the negotiation

issues, their possible values and estimated opponents’ criteria for each stakeholder as a graphical

model and then approximates the inference of this model using min-sum loopy belief propagation.

Having a proposal for every stakeholder using its specific model, a z-scoring approach is then used

to select the final proposal. The proposed proposal preparation approach was applied to two differ-

ent case studies. As the experiments show, the BP-based proposal preparation approach facilitate

and accelerate the negotiation process to a great extent. It is also shown through experiments that

the BP-based approach outperforms the utility-based approach regarding both the number of ne-

gotiation rounds and the fluctuations in disagreement distance measure. The experimental results

indicate up to 50% improvement in the efficiency of the negotiation process using the BP-based

approach.

To achieve the second specific objective of the thesis, a comprehensive review has been done

to investigate the learning approaches applied in the context of automation negotiation. This re-

view helped to determine the drawbacks of the existing automated opponent-learning approaches.

We then applied this knowledge to develop a more functional solution for the opponent-learning

problem.

Although the frequency-based approach for estimating opponent criteria has been widely used

in the literature, it still has some problems such as defining the right rate parameter and having no
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measure to check the correctness of the results. Therefore, to enhance the developed automated

negotiation model, a more advanced model of stakeholders is employed to achieve the first objec-

tive of this thesis. However, the employed fuzzy model is not linear, not differentiable all time, and

as the dimension of attribute space increases, the number of its parameters grows fast. Therefore,

an estimation mechanism based on a recursive Bayesian filtering approach is proposed to address

the second objective. In the proposed estimation approach, the agents can improve their estima-

tions about their opponents in each round of negotiation solely based on the opponents’ feedback

to the offered proposal. This mechanism has a rigorous way of measuring the uncertainty of the

calculated estimations, and therefore, improves the estimations if required and if not, maintains the

right estimations till the proposal preparation module finds the right proposal. The proposed ap-

proach was applied to the same negotiation case studies to investigate its impact on the negotiation

process. The results of the conducted experiments indicate up to 85% improvement in the effi-

ciency and performance of the negotiation in regular negotiation scenarios while maintaining the

quality of the agreement. It has been also shown through experiments that the estimation approach

combines very well with the proposal preparation module.

The main contributions of the current thesis can be summarized as follows:

1. An estimation mechanism is proposed for learning the opponents’ preference mod-

els considering its restrictions such as non-linearity and non-Gaussianity. This ap-

proach works based on unscented particle filtering technique and improves the es-

timation recursively based on the scores assigned to the offered proposals as well

as provided arguments. The proposed approach reduces the number of negotiation

rounds by providing the agents with extra knowledge about their opponents.

2. To prepare an appropriate proposal in every round of negotiation, a novel approach

is proposed that represents the negotiation issues, proposals and current knowledge

of the stakeholders’ preferences via a Markov Random Field. It then uses belief

propagation for probabilistic inference in this graphical model, which results in a
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proposal with a high probability of being agreed upon.

3. The proposed approaches are examined using two case studies of energy system

planning and real estate house buying. These are two challenging negotiation cases,

which due to their complexity have not been frequently addressed in the literature.

Although the proposed techniques improve the negotiation process to a considerable extent,

they still have some problems that need to be addressed in the future. For example, the belief-

propagation-based proposal preparation approach provides and solves a separate graphical model

for each stakeholder. That is, for each stakeholder we will have one proposal that best fits his so-far

estimated needs. Because in each round only one proposal can be offered, one proposal needs to

be selected among stakeholders’ proposals. Currently, we apply the z-scoring method to solve this

problem. However, it seems that building an aggregate probabilistic model for all stakeholders is

a proper option that can improve the speed and results of the algorithm. The proposed estimation

approach has some challenges as well. For example, the way the initial estimations are set affects

the performance of the proposed methodology. Therefore, it is essential to design a mechanism for

setting these values so that we can reach the maximum performance of the estimation approach.

5.2 Research Perspectives and Future Work

An important part of a negotiation is the initial phase where participants start to know each other

and understand the atmosphere of the negotiation. Agents in automated negotiation are incapable

of such understandings so far. In the future, a natural language processing component which

is in charge of comprehending real stakeholders’ concerns and viewpoints will be added to the

automated model. This component can be helpful in building the agents more accurately and

then equipping them with some knowledge about the others that can be extracted from initial talks

between stakeholders. The better this component implemented, the more successful the model will

be in capturing the characters and their behavior in real-world negotiation.
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Emotions of the negotiation parties usually influence real-world negotiations. Despite the in-

evitable role of emotions in human negotiation, only a few studies have been conducted on the

incorporation of emotions in automated negotiation.Jiang et al. (2006) proposed an automated ne-

gotiation model in which emotions have been incorporated. However, to get the real essence of

actual negotiations, it is required to model and handle negotiators’ emotions during the negotiation

process. In the future, a model of emotion for agents will be developed their behavior during the

negotiation will be investigated under the influence of their mood and feelings.

In the future, the estimation mechanism will also be improved to be applicable to other types

of negotiation with different negotiators’ behaviors and feedback. Moreover, some auxiliary data

will be utilized to help the agents extend their knowledge about their opponents through external

resources during the negotiation process.

Another possible future path for this research is investigating the correlations and intercon-

nections between negotiation issues. Considering these sort of correlations, techniques such as

principal component analysis (PCA) along with conditional random field (CRF), instead of MRF,

can be used to improve the proposal preparation process. PCA can also be used to reduce the

number of negotiation attributes and improve the efficiency of the UPF approach.
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