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ABSTRACT This article is a book critic of the book “Wirtschaftsspionage in Verhandlungen 

aus Informationsökonomischer und wirtschaftsethischer Perspektive“, written by Klaus Solberg 

Søilen. It has the loosely translated title “Industrial espionage in trade negotiations from the 

perspective of information economic and business ethics”, as it is originally written in the 

German language. It investigates the influence of industrial espionage in trade negotiations. 

Three different empirical experiments were conducted and the results were analyzed by the 

author. This critic examines the overall picture of the book and evaluates the approaches in terms 

of validity, reliability and actuality to find a conclusion in how far those approaches are still 

consistent with the newest developments of regarding technologies. It will be discussed if former 

espionage activities are nowadays considered as general information gathering practice. 

According to that, this critical review will provide suggestions and ideas for revised 

implementations.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

A review and critique is conducted of the 

book “Wirtschaftsspionage in 

Verhandlungen aus 

Informationsökonomischer und 

Wirtschaftsethischer Perspektive – Eine 

Interdisziplinäre Analyse” written by Klaus 

Solberg Søilen to obtain the doctoral degree 

in economics. The book has been submitted 

in 2004 at the faculty of economics of the 

University of Leipzig, Germany and got 

published in 2005.   

As the title assumes the main areas of this 

work are the ethical problems of industrial 

espionage in trade negotiations 

(Verhandlungen) and the asymmetric 

Information which are going along with 

these problems. This practical problem 

considers the complication in international 

trade negotiations with, in this case, a private 

organization from a well-developed country 

(A) and a public organization of an 

underdeveloped country (B). Party B, which 

is in this constellation the weaker party, 

commits a burglary to receive important 

information to get a competitive advantage 

towards party A. This illegal option to 

receive information is considered under the 

term of economic espionage. Another legal 

option of receiving important economic 
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information about a business partner is 

discussed under the term Business 

intelligence (Wirtschaftsüberwachung & 

Wettbewerbsüberwachung). This will be 

further elaborated in the paper. The different 

types (illegal/legal) of information 

acquisition build the center of the study. The 

author calls this the ethical dilemma and 

posits three Hypothesis regarding the 

possible effect of such information on trade 

negotiations which build the basis for the 

underlying experiments of these study. 

Hypothesis 1 – The payoffs remain the same 

regardless the different information set 

Hypothesis 2 – The behavior within a 

conference does not change from one 

information set to another. 

Hypothesis 3 – The evaluation of fairness 

does not change due to different information 

sets. 

Two other fields are studied to examine the 

whole field of this problematic. As they are 

of high relevance for the study they are also 

mentioned in the heading. The Information 

economic (Informationsökonomie) covers 

the problem of the costs for certain 

information about the business partner. The 

Perspective of business ethics takes ethical 

problems into consideration. Ethical 

problems in this respect are mostly related to 

the Fairness-literature.  

As the whole problem is examined 

throughout a variety of different research 

areas an interdisciplinary analysis was 

required. The author provides two main 

reasons for the warrant of an 

interdisciplinary analysis. The first 

mentioned reason is the multidisciplinary 

character of trade negotiations as they 

appear in many different contexts. The 

second reason is the missing consensus in 

the literature, how to face the practical 

Problem of international trade negotiations.  

The actual problem and the influence of 

different academic areas can be 

characterized in the following figure: 

 
Figure 1 Illustration of academic area 
(Solberg Søilen, 2005, p. 18) (translated) 
 

2. THEORY 

The theoretical part of the book is divided 

into seven subsections, regarding the 

underlying theoretical approaches which has 

been elaborated in this study. Namely, (1) 

trade negotiations, (2) Economic theory, (3) 

communication theory, (4) game theory, (5) 

business ethic, (6) Business intelligence and 

(7) rational choice theory. As a critical 

discussion of every theoretical approach 

would go beyond the scope of this paper, it 

will rather focus on part 1 and 6 as those 

parts might have changed more significant 

over the last ten years. The following parts 

will therefore take the mentioned theory into 

consideration. The assessment will focus on 

the actuality and the consistency of the 

approaches nowadays.  

 

2.1 Trade negotiations 

Negotiations are a significant part of any 

kind of business. Regardless in which field 

it is, negotiations are absolutely essential not 

only with an economic background, but as 

well in everyday life situations. In this study 

the author focusses on the international 

negotiations of mainly the public sector, or 

if at least one public party is involved. 

International institutions like WTO (“World 

Trade Organization”) or OECD 

(“Organization for Economic Cooperation 

and Development”) conduct negotiations 

regular (Solberg Søilen, 2005, p. 37). 

Sometimes also private organizations are in 

negotiations with public institutions. A well-

known example are the negotiations 
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between the French government and the 

Walt Disney Corporation during the 90s 

(Solberg Søilen, 2005, p. 47). These 

negotiations will be further considered in 

part 4.3. Since it wouldn’t be possible to 

classify international negotiations into one 

specific theory, the author elaborated the 

theoretical part of the international 

negotiations within three different parts. 

(Solberg Søilen, 2005, p. 51). Those parts 

are cultural dimension, the communicative 

dimension and the psychological dimension 

of international negotiations. This approach 

can be considered as a valuable way of 

facing the absence of theory regarding the 

international negotiations. Thereby, the 

author shows the broad range of theory 

which is significant to look at when it comes 

to international negotiations. As cultural and 

the communicative dimensions are highly 

influenced by the general environment of the 

company, those two dimensions might have 

changed during the last ten years. An 

example would be, that many concerns 

getting more and more global due to the 

globalization, the internationalization and 

the trend towards multinational Enterprises 

(MNEs) and transnational corporations 

(TNCs) (Solberg Søilen, 2005, p. 13). 

Consequently, most of the business people 

nowadays started already in this 

multinational environment and developed it 

further. Language barriers are less 

problematic nowadays and cultural 

differences are mostly solved by 

multicultural personnel. That’s why 

diversity within a company can also be 

considered as a big advantage to gain better 

insights in the negotiation procedures of 

different cultures (Cuervo Castro, 2016). 

Further research could be useful to re-

evaluate the impact of culture and 

communication in international 

negotiations.  

 

 

 

2.2 Business Intelligence  

This part of the theoretical element of the 

book (2.7) called “Wirtschaftsüberwachung 

und Wirtschaftsspionage” in German, the 

author nevertheless combines those two 

areas under the English terms “Business 

Intelligence” (BI) and “Competitive 

Intelligence” (CI) (Solberg Søilen, 2005, p. 

24). These terms were fairly new in business 

science to this time. Thus, it is interesting to 

examine those terms under the respect of 

new literature to see if something has 

changed during the last thirteen years. As 

this critique, should consider the aspects of 

actuality and consistency the question arises 

to what extent new technology has changed 

the possibilities of “Espionage” and in 

which degree gathering information about 

competitors is still seen as unethical/illegal 

espionage. In other words, where should we 

draw the line between industrial espionage 

and Competitive Intelligence? The 

technological development plays a 

significant role in how far technologies can 

affect the improvement of Business 

Intelligence and Competitive Intelligence 

(Chaudhuri et al., 2011). Those changes 

arose from the increasing utility of sources 

like customer transactions in banking, retail 

and e-businesses, email, the use of Web 

sites, blogs, and product reviews to gather 

data from customers (Chaudhuri et al., 

2011). And of course, the inflation of the 

usage enables also companies and even the 

government to get information about 

competitors or other countries (Trieu, 2015). 

To gather and analyze information about 

other competitive businesses is general 

practice nowadays. But where is the 

difference to the underlying “burglary” 

which was the basis for the conducted 

laboratory experiment in this work. The 

outcome would be the same, Party A would 

have more information about Party B which 

enables A to make better decisions or in this 

case have an advantage in the negotiation 

procedure. The different ways to get specific 
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information can still be considered (usage of 

Business Intelligence technologies 

nowadays and committing a burglary) as 

different things when it comes to the 

perception. Therefore, it would be 

meaningful, regarding the outcome of the 

experiments, to rerun them under the aspect 

of gathering information due to Intelligence 

technologies (e.g. search engines, hacking, 

et cetera). Even though, espionage in terms 

of hacking into computer systems is 

considered as illegal, there is less inhibition 

due to the anonymity of Competitive 

Intelligence systems. Consequently, 

companies are collecting more and more 

data, not only to improve their own 

performance but also to damage competitive 

businesses (“Competitive Intelligence and 

Industrial Espionage: What’s the 

Difference?”,2014). The results of the 

experiments could then differ from the 

initial one since many of the unethical 

information gathering practices are still 

legal and the access is often just one click 

away.  

Also, the perspective of the respondents in 

the interviews could be different nowadays 

due to the general acceptance of using 

gathered data about competitors to improve 

business performance. 

 

3. METHODOLOGY  

This section will briefly explain the 

methodology which has been used by the 

author to find out the empirical data. 

Afterwards the procedure will be discussed 

and evaluate more detailed. 

The author provides the reader with all the 

information about the practical part in the 

third part of the book, after examining the 

underlying theoretical approaches (Solberg 

Søilen, 2005, pp. 153-183). Three empirical 

experiments have been used to provide 

evidence of the three mentioned Hypothesis 

(see 1. INTRODUCTION). Those 

experimental methods should enable the 

author to make a significant statement 

regarding the result of each Hypothesis. The 

first Experiment was a student experiment 

with a seminar group of German students, 

based on a case study; the second 

experiment was Real-Life interviews with 

ten Norwegian authorized dealers by using a 

survey; the third empirical experiment was 

one in-depth interview with a Norwegian 

consultant of an important international 

Norwegian company.  

All these experiments should test the 

behavior of chief negotiators, when it comes 

to the, as unethical considered, provision of 

information about the opponent. The 

experiments were all based on the 

assumption that the specific information 

about the opponent in the trade negotiation 

were provided due to a burglary, since it was 

a common way to get information about the 

other party. The author compares the 

procedure with the authentic history of the 

“Watergate-Affäre” (Solberg Søilen, 2005, 

p. 153). 

 

3.1 Student experiment 

The Experiment took place at the University 

of Leipzig with a seminar group of 32 

students (14 male/18 female) (Solberg 

Søilen, 2005, p. 156). The experimental 

method was part of the course international 

trade negotiations at the University of 

Leipzig. Several case studies 

were conducted within these course, 

including the case study which has been the 

base for the experiment. The students were 

unaware of this to avoid deviations. The first 

Hypothesis, regarding the actual payoffs, 

got tested due to the outcome after the 

simulated trade negotiations. The students 

negotiated about an actual price for turbines, 

which was the given concern (Solberg 

Søilen, 2005, p. 159). The precondition of 

maximizing the economic outcome was also 

given for the experiment, to create a real-life 

negotiation situation. The trade negotiation 

in pairs of two students was the basis for the 

experiment and the quantitative part of the 
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experiment, it also provided evidence of the 

first Hypothesis. The second Hypothesis, 

about the behavioral change due to different 

sets of information was tested in following 

discussions among the students. The third 

Hypothesis considered the person  

perception of the negotiation which was 

gathered due to a questionnaire. Hypothesis 

two and three form the qualitative part of the 

experiment. The evaluation of the 

hypothesis concentrate on the time while, 

and after the negotiation. Therefore, two 

surveys were conducted to estimate the 

perception and feelings of the students while 

and after the simulated negotiation. The 

table below shows an extract of the 

negotiated prices and the additional 

negotiated values (e.g. warranties) which 

has been reached. The columns (e.g. 

“Gruppe 1”) show the different sets of 

information during the negotiation.  

Gruppe 1 – A doesn’t have any information 

Gruppe 2 – A has certain information 

Gruppe 3 – B knows, that A has certain 

information 

Gruppe 4 – A knows, that B knows, that A 

has certain information 

These information sets are derived from the 

game theory and build the main idea of the 

empirical work. Different sets of 

information represent different levels of 

information asymmetry which are here 

discussed in the specific case of trade 

negotiations (Solberg Søilen, 2005, p. 25).  

 

 
Figure 2 Extract of data of the case study (Solberg 

Søilen, 2005, p. 166) 

The figures measured in the table provide 

evidence for the first Hypothesis. The 

gathered outcome of the negotiations 

showed that the payoffs did not change due 

to different sets of information (Solberg 

Søilen, 2005, p. 167). The survey for the 

second Hypothesis were modified from 

Karambayyas and Bretts’ (1989) survey 

about the fairness of a third party. The 

modified survey contained 20 questions to 

compare the answers of Party A and B 

within the different sets of information. The 

evaluation of the answers led to the 

interpretation that there are just small 

differences between party A and B. 

Consequently, the outcome approved also 

the second Hypothesis that the behavior 

does not change due to different sets of 

information (Solberg Søilen, 2005, p. 174). 

To answer the third Hypothesis the author 

used a survey with 7 questions which the 

students had to grade by means of a 5 grade 

Likert-scale. An example of a question 

would be to classify the negotiation as “fair” 

or “unfair”. Also, this survey could not reject 

the Hypothesis that the evaluation of 

fairness varied between different 

information sets. 

 

3.2 Real-Life-Interviews 

The second Experiment was conducted with 

ten chief negotiators of a Norwegian 

companies with international relations. They 

had to rank two slightly adjusted questions 

regarding the same topic as the students. The 

first question focused on the practice, if they 

would consider the situation of a breaking 

and therefore a different set of information 

as relevant for the actual result of the trade 

negotiation. The second question focused 

more on the theory, if they consider this as a 

fact which should influence the result. Only 

some of the samples saw a difference 

between the reality and the theory. The 

second experiment is in general supportive 

to the outcome of the first experiment. Both, 

students and chief negotiators, do not see a 
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significant connection between the ethical 

dilemma and the actual economic result. 

Furthermore, the comments, which the chief 

negotiator could make next to the actual 

survey, gave some supportive evidence of 

the first parts of Hypothesis 2 and 3 (Solberg 

Søilen, 2005, pp. 179 -180).  

 

3.3 In-depth Interviews 

An in-depth interview was held with a 

consultant of another major Norwegian 

company. The aim of the interview was to 

get further information about the general 

topic of Business ethics when it comes to 

international trade negotiations. The 

consultant draw the line of ethical behavior 

in international trade negotiations rather 

harsh at murder. As the consultant stated, the 

distinction between ethical and unethical 

behavior depends on the certain norms of the 

target country. Some methods are 

considered as unethical in Europe but not in, 

for example, south America. That does not 

mean, that there is no unethical behavior in 

western countries but it might be less 

obvious. The outcome of the interview does 

not reject or support one specific hypothesis, 

but the evaluation of the consultant supports 

generally the statement, that either payoffs 

or behavior or the evaluation of fairness 

differs due to unethical methods (Solberg 

Søilen, 2005, pp. 180-181). 

 

3.4 Discussion about the methodology  

The following part should critically reflect 

upon the used methods in this study. It 

should further provide some suggestions for 

future research and ideas to rerun the 

experiments under current conditions. The 

table below considers the practical part of 

the book in terms of different perspectives 

and assesses in how far the author took the 

mentioned parts into consideration. 

Furthermore, there are some suggestions and 

ideas for further studies regarding this 

research area.

 

CONSIDERED FIELD WITHIN THE STUDY SUGGESTIONS AND IDEAS FOR FURTHER 

STUDIES 

VALIDITY 
 

Many different 

experiments to 

provide a wide range 

of evidence. 

Repetition of the laboratory experiment in 

respect of the development of espionage 

(Business intelligence) over the last ten 

years. New types of espionage due to 

internet, social media, hacking etc.  

Participants could have different 

inhibitions to gather information apart from 

a breaking (Vashisth & Kumar, 2013). 
 

Mixture of 

qualitative and 

quantitative 

experiments. 

Inexperienced students instead of actual 

business partner.  

 
In-depth interview 

provided more 

practical insights.   

Balance between men and women adapted 

to real-life negotiation. 
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A laboratory experiment with experienced 

negotiators, as conducted with the 

students, could be meaningful as the 

Experiment 2 and 3 did not take the 

different sets of information into 

consideration. 
  

The mentioned influence of differences 

regarding the business cultural when it 

comes to ethical and unethical behavior in 

international relations (Solberg Søilen, 

2005, pp. 180-181) could be further 

investigated with interviews outside of 

Europe to evaluate further perceptions 

(Dagada & Mukwevho, 2013)  

RELIABILITY  Experiments were 

conducted with 

diverse target groups 

(e.g. students and 

experienced business 

people) 

Reliability and respectability of students 

could be questioned, since they are most 

likely friends in real life they might have 

been inhibited in trade negotiations like 

this. Therefore, as mentioned above, the 

laboratory experiment could be repeated 

with real negotiators, maybe even with 

different cultural background. 
 

Comments of the 

chief negotiators 

were very meaningful 

and offered 

additional 

information for the 

Hypothesis. 

 

INTEGRITY/ACTUALITY 
 

 
The main issue of the study is the actuality 

and thus the integrity of the gathered data. 

Most of the research has been made during 

the late 1990s (Solberg Søilen, 2016). The 

technological standards for industrial 

espionage or rather Business Intelligence 

has been developed over the last thirteen 

years which could lead to different results. 
  

What about the situation of espionage 

nowadays, what is illegal and what is 

already “normal practice”?  

Is it still espionage if both parties have the 

opportunity to get information about the 

opponent partner? (Søilen Solberg, 2016). 

Table 1 Suggestions considering the validity, reliability and Integrity of the Method (own illustration) 
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4. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

This part is meant to discuss and conclude 

the overall picture of the work, this will 

contain a discussion about the interpretation 

of findings, as well as a discussion about the 

writing quality, clarity and organization of 

information. Finally, the value of the work 

regarding the relevance of the research and 

the contribution to the theory or practice will 

be considered. Thereby this part should 

show the strength and weaknesses of the 

work and give an objective sight of it.  

 

4.1 Interpretation of findings 

The underlying question of the 

interpretation of findings is, if the author 

found a correlation due to the findings. To 

further consider this, the research question 

should be mentioned again. The author 

assessed the problem and the aim of the 

study in section 1.1 (Solberg Søilen, 2005, 

pp. 12-17). The study focuses on the 

investigation of the ethical problem of 

industrial espionage in international 

negotiations. Therefore, the perspectives of 

information economics and business ethics 

are considered as well. To accomplish the 

study the author conducted an 

interdisciplinary analysis, which describes 

the method of the study. The allied approach 

is well described in section 1.2 (Solberg 

Søilen, 2005, pp. 17-23). Furthermore, the 

study is divided in a theoretical and a 

practical part. In the theoretical part, the 

author investigated the significant theory to 

explain the practical problem. This part is 

very broad and consists seven theoretical 

approaches to cover the practical problem 

with expressive theory. It is nevertheless 

from time to time hard to follow the ideas 

during this theoretical part. Every part might 

have its right to be mentioned in this context 

but some derivations are hard to 

comprehend. Sections like 2.6.5 and 2.6.6 

(Solberg Søilen, 2005, pp. 105-110) were 

hard to connect with the actual problem.  

When elaborating the outcome of the 

empirical part of the study and the 

correlation of findings it can be seen that all 

hypothesis could be approved. Also, the 

different conducted experiments supported 

each other by approving that there is no 

significant distinction in the economic result 

of negotiations due to a potential ethical 

dilemma, even though the support is not 

strong (Solberg Søilen, 2005, p. 184).  

 

4.2 Writing quality, clarity and organization 

of information 

The writing quality of the work is considered 

good, even though the author is not a native 

German speaker. The study follows a logical 

flow and, concerning the quality of writing, 

it is always reasonable. The cited authors are 

highlighted with capital letters in the text, 

the corresponding reference is then 

mentioned on the bottom of the page 

(footnote) and is connected with ongoing 

numbers within the text. This reference 

technique is common for scientific studies in 

Germany. It provides a clear structure and 

makes it convenient to check references 

directly. Information is presented detailed 

and sometimes supported by Figures and 

tables which allows the reader to get a good 

overview about the topics. Many significant 

terms are further explained in the appendix 

part IX (Solberg Søilen, 2005, pp. 305-322). 

The attached questionnaires (Solberg 

Søilen, 2005, pp. 205-301) disturb the 

overall picture of the book but they must be 

unmodified in terms of validity. 

Nevertheless, the overall picture of the book 

is appealing.  

4.3 Value of the work 

To consider the value of the work it needs to 

be seen in the bigger picture. The study itself 

is narrowed down to the specific topic of the 

impact of unethical espionage in 
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international negotiations between a private 

organization of a developed country and a 

public organization of a developing country. 

Those negotiations, between private and 

public organizations are not seldom in the 

history, one significant example is the Euro-

Disney-negotiation in the 90s between the 

Walt-Disney Corporation and the French 

government. Both parties bargained about 

the governmental support of France and 

Walt-Disney’s decision to establish a 

subsidiary of the world’s most famous 

amusement park near Paris. The 

negotiations gained high public awareness 

since many people were indirectly or 

directly affected. This famous example of 

international negotiations shows the 

attention of the underlying topic. It is not 

unlikely that there occurred several 

information asymmetries, as discovered in 

the study, during the negotiations between 

Walt Disney Corporation and the French 

government.  

What limits the value of the work is the fast-

moving technologies which are used for 

economical and industrial espionage 

nowadays. The results of the study could be 

deviant due to multiple options to gather 

information about competitors or opponents 

in negotiations. The increasing use of the 

internet during the last twenty years makes 

it even more easy to get information in legal 

ways. The author has taken terms like 

Business Intelligence and Competitive 

Intelligence into consideration regardless 

the fact how they are going to develop. 

Information-gathering practice which was 

considered as theft could nowadays be seen 

as general practice. In other words, the 

perception of what is illegal or unethical 

when it comes to information gathering on 

the internet, changed in the same manner as 

the technological possibilities as people are 

totally anonymous. The assumed burglary 

from the case study and a research on the 

internet or certain databases cannot be rated 

equally in that sense. Those developments 

are not limiting the actual work but they give 

place to further research or adjusted 

experiments.  

The author Klaus Solberg Søilen has 

recently published an article to take the latest 

literature into consideration. The literature 

review under the title “Economic and 

industrial espionage at the start of the 21st 

century – Status quaestionis” (Solberg 

Søilen, 2016) investigates the latest trends in 

the field of economic and industrial 

espionage and provides by that the first step 

towards new research areas. Besides this, the 

author has published many articles in the 

field of Intelligence studies which is closely 

related to the underlying topic or rather its 

further development.  
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