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People negotiate all day every day 

— even people who don’t think of 

themselves as negotiators negotiate 

all the time. This is because negotia-

tions occur any time you and another 

person need to make a decision and 

you don’t start off in the same place. 

Thus, some negotiations are formal, 

but most are informal; some are about 

money, but most are about the routine 

decisions of work and life;’ and some 

are external with clients and vendors, 

but most are internal with coworkers, 

acquaintances, and family members.

Despite this, negotiations are often 

difficult for people and make them 

anxious. All negotiations involve con-

flict, at least in the sense of disagree-

ment, and many people don’t like 

conflict. All negotiations also involve 

risk. If you push too hard, you might 

damage relationships or end up with 

nothing; but, if you don’t push hard 

enough, you might give up too much 

value. Negotiations take time, require 

preparation, and involve dealing with 

other people, and all of these aspects 

make them challenging. To address 

these challenges and increase your 

chances of success, there are a few 

things you can do.

Prepare For Your Negotiations

Many negotiations fail before they 

begin because people enter into them 

insufficiently prepared. Before you 

negotiate, you want to know as much 

as you can about the subject matter 

of the negotiation and the context 

in which it takes place. Research the 

relevant facts and data pertaining 

to the negotiation and bring your 

preparation with you to the table. 

Find out as much as you can about the 

decision-makers on both sides, as well 

as other stakeholders who influence 

the decision-makers or are impacted 

by the consequences of the negotia-

tion. Before you approach the other 

party, get a sense for the way negotia-

tions are conducted in the setting that 

awaits you, understand the process 

and its norms, and study precedents 

from similar negotiations.

Define Your Success

Once you have completed your 

research, you need to define your 

objectives for the negotiation. Very 

often people define their success in 

negotiations based on very concrete, 

positional goals. You decide you 

want a seven percent raise, or to be 

promoted to a senior analyst by July. 

The problem with these goals is that 

they don’t actually mean anything. 

Why seven percent? Why July? Instead 

of focusing on these very specific posi-

tions, try to understand why you want 

them – what motivations, needs, and 

fears you are trying to satisfy through 

the negotiation? What does the pro-

motion or the raise mean to you? Are 

you looking to satisfy a financial need, 

to be rewarded for your hard work, to 

feel like you’re moving forward in your 

career, to do more interesting work, or 

to achieve some other objective? By 

focusing on your underlying interests 

rather than on particular positions, 

you are more likely to negotiate satis-

factory outcomes for yourself.

Understand Your No-Agreement Alter-

natives

An important part of your preparation 

involves understanding what you will 

do if you can’t come to an agreement 

with the other party. In every negotia-

tion, there is always the possibility 

that you and the other party won’t 

reach an agreement and, in that case, 

you will have to try to meet your 

interests through alternative means. 

In the workplace context, that might 

mean biding your time, transferring 

to another position internally, or look-

ing for another job. Regardless of the 

circumstance, you need to know the 

alternatives available to you, decide 

which alternative you are most likely 

to pursue if you don’t reach an agree-

ment, and understand the benefits 

and costs of going to it.

Then, at every point in the nego-

tiation, you can compare any offers 

made to you by the other party with 

your alternatives away from the table, 

and decide what offers to accept and 
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which ones you need to walk away from. 

Keep in mind that the other party also 

has alternatives, and try to understand 

both what those are and how the other 

person views them. Some of the ways 

that you can gain leverage in a negotia-

tion include improving your own alter-

natives, negatively impacting the other 

person’s, or simply influencing how the 

other person thinks about your alterna-

tives or their own.

Identify Your Negotiating Style

One of the things that you bring into 

every negotiation is yourself, and you 

need to understand your negotiating 

style. You might be very competitive in 

your approach to negotiations, defin-

ing your success by the outcomes you 

achieve in this particular negotiation 

with little regard for longer term or 

the relationship with the other party. 

Alternatively, you might be so focused 

on preserving relationships that you 

are willing to sacrifice some of your 

own interests for the sake of those re-

lationships. You might try to optimize 

your negotiations and create value 

for you and the other party, satisfying 

both relationships and outcomes, or 

you might be simply focused on clo-

sure – getting the deal done efficiently 

and quickly, with less concern about 

the value you create in the process. 

Finally, you might just not like to 

negotiate at all and try to avoid your 

negotiations by any means possible.

Whatever your approach, the impor-

tant thing is that you recognize what you 

are doing and make deliberate choices. 

Different negotiations call for different ap-

proaches based on the importance of the 

matter at hand, the amount of time you 

have available, and the importance of the 

relationship. By understanding your own 

style and the characteristics of the situa-

tion you are negotiating, you can approach 

your negotiations more effectively.

Manage Your Emotions As You Negotiate

As you approach the other party 

and begin your negotiation, you will 

run into the fact that negotiation is 

inherently an emotional process. Any 

situation you walk into, anything 

anyone says or does, impacts you first 

on the emotional level. You are going 

into your boss’s office to discuss your 

promotion and, as you walk in, find 

not only your boss, but also the senior 

vice president for your group, and you 

might have an emotional reaction to 

the surprise of having her there. It is 

important to manage your emotions 

as you negotiate so that you can 

respond to situations and avoid being 

reactive.

To manage your emotions, try to 

identify ahead of time the kind of 

situations that trigger strong reac-

tions in you. For some people it might 

be authority figures, for others it’s 

time pressure. Some people might 

get triggered by certain behaviors 

or personalities while others might 

get rattled when unable to answer a 

question. By knowing your triggers, 

you make them less triggering. You 

also need to catch yourself when you 

do become emotionally overwhelmed. 

Different people experience emotional 

overload differently - your muscles 

might tense, your heart rate might go 

up, or you might become speechless. 

If you notice that your emotions have 

gotten the better of you, slow down 

the negotiation by breathing, asking 

questions, or taking a break so as to 

avoid being reactive. You don’t want to 

make any concessions, commitments, 

or important decisions in your nego-

tiations under conditions of emotional 

pressure.

Ask For A Lot - Don’t Self-Limit

In order to maximize the value you at-

tain from your negotiations, you also 

need to be able to ask for a lot. Many 

people self-limit in their negotiations 

because they are afraid of offend-

ing the other party and damaging 

the relationship. They worry that the 

other party will shut down and simply 

get up and walk away. They don’t 

want to be perceived as unreason-

able, greedy, or cheap. The problem is 

that you often have no idea what the 

other person’s limits might be. While 

asking for a lot increases the risk of 

no agreement, if you allow yourself to 

self-limit, you are very likely to attain 

poor-to-mediocre outcomes in your 

negotiations.

You want to ask your supplier for 

a discount, but also don’t want to of-

fend, so while you want 15 percent off, 

you only ask for ten. Unbeknownst to 

you, the supplier routinely gives large 

customers 20 percent discounts on 

order of this size. Making bold asks is 

terrifying for a lot of people and, the 

more personal the situation, the more 

difficult. You might have an easier 

time asking for a ten percent raise for 

Ask for a lot - don’t self-limit
In order to maximize the value you attain from your negotiations, you also need to be able 
to ask for a lot. Many people self-limit in their negotiations because they are afraid of of-
fending the other party and damaging the relationship. They worry that the other party will 
shut down and simply get up and walk away. They don’t want to be perceived as unreason-
able, greedy, or cheap. 
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one of your direct reports than you 

might for your own raise. The only way 

to get over this is to practice – to put 

yourself in situations where you force 

yourself to ask and endure the stress 

of possible rejection. By doing so, you 

can learn to ask for more and obtain 

more favorable outcomes in your 

negotiations.

Listen

As you negotiate, try to spend most of 

your time asking questions and listen-

ing to the other party. Just as you 

are trying to satisfy certain interests 

through the negotiation process, so 

is the other person. By identifying the 

other person’s interests, you can often 

find solutions that meet both of your 

interests while giving you the greatest 

amount of benefit and costing you as 

little as possible. Ask the other person 

open-ended questions to uncover their 

interests, stay silent as long as it takes 

for them to start talking, listen care-

fully, trying to uncover the meaning 

behind their words, and confirm your 

understanding by reflecting back what 

you heard. 

Success in negotiations comes from 

understanding the other person’s in-

terests and then finding creative ways 

to meet those interests. Once you have 

uncovered what each of you is trying 

to achieve through the negotiation 

process, you can begin to construct 

resolutions that achieve those objec-

tives. Prepare a few ideas for resolu-

tion in advance of the negotiation, 

listen to their ideas whether you like 

those ideas or not, think out of the 

box in coming up with new options for 

resolution, and move slowly toward 

the other party. It is often a mistake 

to rush toward agreement because of 

time pressure, anxiety, or impatience.

Come To Wise Agreements, But Be 

Prepared To Walk Away

As you approach the end of your 

negotiations, make sure that you 

make decisions as to what offers to 

accept based on objective rather than 

subjective criteria. Use the facts and 

data that you collected prior to the 

negotiation to validate your decisions. 

Make sure you and the other party 

understand your agreement the same 

way, and that your agreements are 

detailed enough to survive implemen-

tation. Finally, nothing gives you more 

power in a negotiation than the abil-

ity and willingness to walk away, so 

always keep your alternatives in mind 

and don’t be afraid to go to them if the 

other party’s offers don’t meet your 

interests.   TSL
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