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Improving your negotiation skills

By Simon Moss


Introduction	

Some people assume that negotiation skills are relevant only to a confined subset of the population, such as sales employees, lawyers, and real estate agents.  But actually, negotiation is a recurrent feature of work life and research degrees. You might, for example, need to negotiate on deadlines and many other matters.  

Key principles

Negotiation is merely a conversation rather than a formula that you need to follow.  Nevertheless, the principles that appear in the following table might help you negotiate.

	Principle
	Justification

	Preparation before negotiation
	

	Minutes before negotiations, imagine the life you would like in 10 years 
	· This image generates a mindset in which individuals become more attuned to their future aspirations rather than distracted by their immediate duties
· This mindset tends to enhance the capacity of individuals to think creatively and flexibly during negotiations (Galinsky, Leonardelli, Okhuysen, & Mussweiler, 2005)

	If possible, negotiate about some action or event that is likely to be delayed months in the future
	· When individuals experience a sense of distance from the topic of negotiation, they tend to negotiate more creatively; both parties are thus more likely to be satisfied
· Even people who are physically located far apart tend to negotiate more effectively—because of the corresponding sense of distance (e.g., Henderson, 2010)

	Mindsets during negotiation
	

	Your goal is not to outperform your opponent—but to uncover creative opportunities to satisfy both you and the other party
	· If both you and your opponent feel satisfied with the negotiation, the trust you develop could benefit future interactions.  
· The attempt to satisfy conflicting motives can often generate more creative solutions 

	Regard negotiation more as a game or challenge rather than as a conflict
	· When people conceptualize negotiation as a game or challenge, they are not as likely to feel anxious and stressed in response to setbacks
· Instead, they perceive these setbacks as opportunities to learn—improving their capacity to adapt effectively

	Responses to complications
	

	Whenever you experience feelings of uncertainty or stress during a negotiation, defer subsequent decisions.  You might answer “I will need to think about your offer in more detail”
	· The initial response of individuals often generates immediate advantages but future complications—a problem that is circumvented when people defer their response or decisions




Main phases of a negotiation

Although negotiation does not conform to a particular sequence of activities, and is merely a conversation, some people like to divide this conversation into phases.  This division might help you become attuned to the key matters to consider.  The following table outlines these key considerations.  

· You could use the information in this table to prepare a plan—a plan of the questions you might ask and comments you might express
· This table refers to an example in which a company wants you to complete a research project.  In this circumstance, you might need to negotiate the fee, the deadlines, the scope of this project, and other attributes.

	Stage
	Main activities

	Preparation and planning

· Collect information about the other party, especially if this other party represents an organization
· For example, read the annual report and website to clarify the performance and priorities of this organization
	Clarify the strengths and limitations of both parties—you and your opponent

· For example, your strengths could include the reputation of your organization, the expertise of colleagues, and so forth
· Your limitations could include the steep competition from other rivals and the degree to which you depend on this deal
· Consider how, during the negotiation, you can subtly underscore your strengths as well as show how you can address the limitations



Clarify your priorities and limits
· That is, differentiate your key objectives from your peripheral aims
· Determine your limits on each attribute—such as the minimum fee you would accept, the deadlines you could fulfill, and the amount of work you are willing to complete

Attempt to clarify their priorities and limits
· They are unlikely to convey this information explicitly
· However, you might receive information that offers some insights into their priorities and limits. 
· For example, you might be able to determine the funds they dedicated to a similar project last year.  You might be able to locate a plan that might clarify their schedule and so forth 

	Opening

· Initially, your main aim is to establish rapport between you and the other party
· Furthermore, you and the other party need to set the agenda of your first meeting
· Finally, you or the other party might express an initial proposal or plan
	Establish rapport to foster a friendly but professional relationship

· Plan some topics you could broach with the other party during the first couple of minutes—such as events during the morning or something you liked in the surroundings  
· Demonstrate genuine interest in the other party

Set the meeting agenda

· Towards the start of a meeting, clarify the purported aim of this meeting—such as to discuss what this project might entail
· In some meetings, especially if both parties are similar in status, the individuals may need to decide who will chair the meeting, whether someone will present a formal pitch, whether questions will be permitted during the presentation, and so forth

Propose an initial offer

· After you have established rapport and planned the meeting, you hope the other party might propose an initial offer—to clarify their aspirations
· In response to this proposal, you would explore this proposal in more detail—discussed in the next stage of this negotiation
· Alternatively, you could propose the ideal you want to fulfil, but ambiguously enough to invite discussion.  
· You might, for example, indicate “If at all possible, I would want to complete a few research activities over the next six or so months.  I have been encouraged to charge $1000 a survey.  


	Explore the offers and options

· Rather than merely accept a proposal, both parties will typically explore the offers in more detail and clarify the priorities and beliefs of the other party
	Questions you ask
· Ask questions that generate extended answers, rather than short responses, to understand the projects, priorities, and perspectives of the other party
· Typical questions include “Why have you decided to complete these surveys?”, “What information do you believe you might uncover”, and “What do you think might be the main complications to this project?”
· If the answers are not adequate, you should probe to seek more information, with comments like “Can you tell me more about this project?”
· You might ask “If we need to adjust one of the deadlines, should I discuss this matter with you?”—to clarify which decisions the other person can reach and which decisions will need to be devolved to someone else

Questions you answer
· Answer questions honestly but concisely, without conveying more information than necessary
· Sometimes, when the other party is friendly, people feel compelled to relay more information than needed

	Testing

· During this phase, both parties assess various proposals to ascertain overlap in priorities
	During testing, you primarily complete four phases iteratively

· Ask questions about the last proposal—especially the key features—such as “Why is this deadline important”
· Signal that negotiation is possible, with comments like “But, I could consider other options instead”
· Determine whether the other party is willing to negotiate, with questions like “Can we discuss the deadline and scope of this work?”
· Offer a counterproposal 

As a counteroffer, you can offer packages, such as “If you extend the deadline, I might be able to charge less”

· If they refuse, consider other packages to offer
· Do not be afraid to refuse their offers.

Direct your attention to signals that imply which terms they may accept and may not accept

· For example, “We cannot accept all of this proposal”, implies they can accept some of this proposal.  You could then ask, “Which parts can you not accept”?
· Similarly, “We do not usually vary our terms of payment” implies they might this time
· Likewise, “I cannot negotiate on the deadline” implies they could negotiate on other features	.

	Bargaining

· Offer concessions on attributes that are not as vital to you—such as the deadline—to receive concessions that are more important to you—such as the fee
	Do not offer these concessions too rapidly

· That is, complete the testing phase first to clarify the priorities and values of the other party

Explore solutions as collaboratively as possible
· If the other party is coercive or hostile, indicate that you believe that you both want to reach an agreement that satisfies each of you
· If uncertain how to proceed, attempt to defer the discussion

	Closing

· To end the agreement, you need to outline the terms that were agreed; sometimes, parties can misconstrue the terms that were agreed
· After the negotiation, consider how you could negotiate better in the future 
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