The Five Most Important Rules for Negotiations

When you’re in charge, someone always wants something.  Your best customer wants a lower price. Suppliers want you to buy more.  Employees want raises, time off, or special considerations.  In each case you must decide whether to give in, seek a compromise, or push hard for your needs.  These are the rules that apply to any negotiation.

1. Know yourself. 

Never enter negotiations without knowing the absolute most you are willing to give.  Analyze leverage – the relative power you have to exert pressure on the other negotiator.  Understand your personal strengths and weaknesses.  Control your emotions; if people start to lose their cool, call for a break.

2. Know the other person.

Obtain as much information as you can about the other person’s background, position, needs, and negotiation style.  Focus on the reason and motivation behind that person’s requests, not just on the requests.  Listen and ask probing questions.  If you’re doing business with people from and other culture, don’t violate their cultural norms.

3. If you want something, be prepared to give something.

Negotiations are a process of give and take, not just take.  Look for win-win solutions.  Move beyond “fixed-pie” thinking, in which you see anything that the other person gains as your loss; see how a successful negotiation will make the pie grow.  Move from discussing “my goals” and “your goals” to discussing ‘our goals.”

4. Never go up or come down without getting something in return.

Your negotiating hand strengthens any time you make a concession, so never give in without taking advantage of that strength.  Say something along these lines: “OK, I’m willing to reduce our fee if your staff will type up the final report.”

5. Develop strategies to exert leverage and break impasses.
“I’ll be pulling back that offer in ten minutes.” “This sounds like something I need to turn over to my lawyer.” “What will it take to close this deal today?”  “I’ll give you this if you give me that.” “Shall we bring in a mediator?”

