NEGOTIATING

No way, no chance, no deal! Or, no sweat, no worries, no problem! When you want something, you’d much prefer the positive response and as hardly any of us are in a position to make someone an offer they can’t refuse, we are going to have to negotiate to get there. I know a lot of people who think they are brilliant negotiators and, true, they often get their way. However, they do so at the expense of the relationship and, if next time around the balance of power is with the other person – and one day it will be - they are likely to lose out in the long run.

Successful negotiation has two, main elements: solving problems and building relationships. Finding a solution to the problem is what links the parties in any negotiation. They may have different views of the problem or problems but as both want a solution, this is the common ground where they can meet.

Building relationships has a lot to do with listening. It is so easy to jump ahead without hearing someone out, to make a decision about what they are going to say and interrupt before they finish. This is a really good way to wreck a negotiation.///// My old granny used to say a lot of things and one of them was, ‘Patience is a virtue; possess it if you can. Seldom in a woman, never in a man.’ This may be why women often make better negotiators. As well as being prepared to hear someone out, they are natural communicators. (No snide jokes, please.) And watch as well as listen. Remember that 60% of communication is non-verbal. Your instincts will interpret the visual clues that help you understand the other party’s view of the core problem and spot what has to happen for them to arrive at a solution. 

You will get a better result if you have done your homework. Check the history of the relationship. Make sure you have the facts at your fingertips and that they are correct. You will lose out if you quote a figure that is inaccurate. You will almost certainly lose everything if you try to ‘wing it’. Lack of preparation is the commonest cause of getting a bad deal.

Keep your cool. Be curious, not furious. If you get emotionally involved, you’ve had it. The easiest way to stay detached is to make a clear, mental distinction between the person and the issues. If you focus on the problem (‘I don’t share that point of view.’) and not the person (‘You are wrong!’) you avoid the danger of getting a negative response provoked by instinctive self-defence.

Here’s a practical hint. Consider the setting for your negotiations. Standing encourages decision making while sitting stimulates reflection. (If you lay down you will reflect even more deeply but that is not usually an option in the sort of negotiations I have in mind.) Never sit directly across a desk or table from the other party. Sitting opposite generates opposition. On the other hand sitting next to someone as if you were going to work together on a puzzle will stimulate co-operation. It is almost impossible to have a prolonged disagreement with someone sitting next to you.

Well, all that win-win stuff is all very well but there are a couple of cases where ‘I win, you lose’ is still the right approach. Consider the situation where you are doing a one off deal and you can be pretty sure that you will never have to do business with your opponent again. Buying a second-hand car is a good example. You want to pay the lowest possible price and you don’t much care if the seller gets a lot less than he or she had hoped for. It’s very unlikely there will be a future relationship. 

And, for those situations, here’s a tip. As soon as an amount of money is mentioned, the next person who speaks will lose. Think about it. The seller states a price. The buyer remains silent and sooner or later the seller will say something like, ‘I suppose I might accept a bit less.’ Or the buyer says, ‘I don’t want to pay more than X’ and the seller stays quiet. If they want a deal, the buyer will say, ‘maybe I could afford a bit more if…’ The seller will get close to his target price.

The other time you can ignore future relationships is if you are negotiating from a position of enormous strength and can bully your way to getting what you want. However, you’d better be pretty sure you are always going to be a superpower and will never, ever need any friends. Enemies have long memories and if the boot is ever on the other foot, then the outcome will be very different. That applies on the world stage as well as in the company meeting room.

