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The Art of Negotiation

Humans have found a way to resolve their

differences without fighting. We do this
constantly at work and at home. But how
do we go about negotiating effectively?
Here we examine the fundamentals, and
offer some tried-and-true advice . . .

[] Everybody negotiates — or at least everybody
who is not a babe in arms. As soon as they can
talk, toddlers try to get their way by making bar-
gains. They will ask: “Can I stay up after bedtime
if I'm good?”’ Their parents may want a more
specific concession: ““Okay, if you put your toys
away.” Thus a classic negotiation is concluded —
classic in that it meets the wishes of all concerned.

From that age on, people proceed to negotiate
their way through life — with their parents,
friends, mates, employers or employees, business
contacts and colleagues. Some become profes-
sionals at it: not only diplomats and business
agents, but many lawyers and executives, and a
multitude of people in sales. Most of us remain
amateur negotiators, but there are times when we
are all called upon to assume that role when buy-
ing or selling things, dealing with marital or family
problems, asserting our rights, or seeking compen-
sation. At such times it helps to consider what
negotiation is all about.

Fundamentally, it is a way of settling differ-
ences with a minimum of strife. It is an exclusively
human activity. When the other creatures of the
earth come into conflict, they must either fight or
run away. Our ability to communicate ideas has
given us another choice. We can use our jaws for
purposes other than to maim or threaten our
adversaries. This means that the physically
weaker members of our species have a chance to
assert their interests on an even level with the
strong.

Negotiation, then, is the antithesis of the applica-
tion of force. It is a process of coming together in
an agreement, and agreement must be based on
consent. But it is often mistaken for precisely
what it is not, mostly because of what we hear —
and therefore think — about it. The news tells us
of diplomats ‘“‘winning” points or ‘‘giving away”’
concessions in arms or trade negotiations.
Management and union representatives sit down
to “fight it out” at the bargaining table.

Our perception of the negotiation process is
clouded by a cultural preoccupation with winning
and losing. We live in a society of gains and losses
at work and at play. We see our favourite sports
teams attain victory or go down to defeat. In busi-
ness, we try to “beat” the competition. It is there-
fore difficult for us to conceptualize a form of com-
petition in which it is possible for everyone to win.

This has partly to do with the arithmetic logic
we learned as children. If you have two marbles
and one is taken away, you are ‘‘down’ one mar-
ble: you have lost it, in other words. But that does
not apply to all of life: for instance, you cannot
subtract an idea. If two persons exchange ideas,
neither has lost anything; both have added an idea
to those they already had.

If that seems confusing, so does the fact that
negotiation is both competitive and co-operative.
In his book Fundamentals of Negotiating (Haw-
thorn Books, New York, 1973) Gerard I. Nieren-
berg, president of the Negotiation Institute,
explains how this can be so. He writes: ‘“Competi-






