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Why Negotiations Succeed
Before we can discuss why negotiations succeed, we probably need to 
define what we mean by “succeed”.

In a competitive (distributive, so-called “win-lose” negotiation), “success” 
may be defined simply as getting the best price (highest or lowest).

In a collaborative (integrative, so-called “win-win”) negotiation, “success” 
may be measured more by the extent to which the parties preserve their 
relationship. 

2

Success
In many negotiations, “success” 
may be defined as getting the best 
price AND preserving the 
relationships of the parties.

Why is that important?

Because as negotiators, we must be 
able to understand the context of 
the negotiation, and navigate in the 
different environments; 
negotiations can be competitive in 
certain aspects and collaborative in 
others, sometimes at the same time.
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Examples for Discussion

• Buying a lawnmower

• Sending a Child to College

• Selling a Family Business
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TIPS

Regardless of the environment, we offer a few 

TIPS on Why Negotiations Succeed:

(1) Successful Negotiators Understand that 

Relationships are Important

We do not negotiate with organizations, 

corporations, and other entities. We negotiate 

with people. People like dealing (and 

negotiating) with people they like; they give 

them more information; they want to do 

business with them; they want them to buy their 

companies. 

To be successful negotiators, we must work to 

maintain constructive relationships, to be able to 

“separate people from their positions”.
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Quit Taking It Personally (QTIP)
Unfortunately, we do take it personally. We become very competitive. We
want to “win” at all costs. We feel stressed. We actually feel threatened or
embarrassed if the other side gets the better of us.

“Some approach negotiation as conflict, or with fear of conflict. They
assume their counterparts’ needs compete or conflict with their own. They
are on their guard. They defend themselves with words. They argue.
However, a negotiation is not a conflict. Our gain is not decided by our
effectiveness in subduing the other party.”
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(2) Successful Negotiators “Aim High”

Successful negotiators are not afraid to ask for what they want. They
understand that you cannot get what you do not ask for. Studies show that
those who Aim High consistently perform better in negotiations.

Assertive v. Aggressive

Non-Threatening/Believable

Be assertive while maintaining respect for other interests of the other
parties. Challenge all assumptions. Do not take anything at face value. You
never know what someone will accept until you put them in that position.
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(3) Successful Negotiators LISTEN to Understand

Successful negotiators ask lots of questions (mostly 

open-ended questions), and then they Shut Up and 
Listen. They understand that when they are talking, 

they are not learning about the other party or their 

position. 

They watch their Listen-Talk Ratio.

They develop “Double Vision” …the ability to see 

issues from the other party’s perspective (without 

necessarily agreeing with their position).

Successful negotiators make sure the other parties 

know that they understand their positions …e.g. “So, 

if I understand you correctly, what you are saying is, 

my offer doesn’t take the tax credits into 

consideration. Okay, now I better understand your 

position. Thanks.”
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(4) Successful Negotiators Are 
Willing to Walk Away

Successful negotiators know what 
they want and what they need from a 
negotiation. They have identified 
their “Aspirational” outcome (or 
number), their “Goal” outcome, and 
their “Walk-Away” outcome. They 
understand that sometimes the best 
outcome is to make no deal.
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(5) Successful Negotiators Control Their Emotions

Successful negotiators understand that good deals have 
been lost because one or more of the parties could not 
control their emotions. Ego, anger, stress, and fear can all 
have an impact on negotiations. 
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(6) Successful Negotiators Understand 
the Nature of the Biases

Cognitive biases are a type of error in 
thinking that occurs when people are 
processing and interpreting 
information in the world around 
them. They are often the result of our 
brain’s attempt to simplify information 
processing. Unfortunately, sometimes 
these biases trip us up, leading us to 
poor decisions and bad judgments. 
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While there are in excess of 100 documented biases, we just have time to 

look at a few that tend to show up in negotiations. 

q Fixed Pie Bias

q The tendency to believe that all negotiations are distributive and competitive, 

and that all interests at stake are finite; that our interests are directly and 

completely opposed to each other (zero-sum game). This bias leaves no room 

for integrative, collaborative negotiations, or mutually beneficial bargaining; 

in other words, no creative pursuit of a “win-win” solution. The way this bias 

is manifested in negotiations is that negotiators default to their competitive, 

“win-lose” negotiation styles. They fight over a perceived fixed-pie (fixed 

value), with no attempt to create additional value.

12



4/9/18

5

q Irrational Escalation of Commitment Bias, aka, the “Sunk Cost Mentality”
q Negotiators feel they have invested too much in the project, or the case, to 

change the course now, even though the current “course” is clearly failing.
q Reactive Devaluation Bias

q Negotiators (and their clients) tend to place less value on the other party’s 
ideas or concessions simply because the other party offered them. This is the 
primary reason why mediations have become so popular; parties are more 
likely to receive ideas and concessions more favorably and objectively when 
they come from a mediator, not the “opponent”.

q Friends Episode: Phoebe is Mediator
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q Confirmation Bias
q We have a tendency to favor information that confirms our existing beliefs. The 

bias can cause us to seek out and selectively remember information that 
supports our initial position or hypothesis. Negotiators may have a tendency to 
downplay cases or information they believe would be unfavorable to their 
position in the negotiation.

qAnchoring Bias
q We have a tendency to rely on the first piece of information offered (in a 

conversation or negotiation) as a reference point, or “anchor” for the rest of the 
conversation or negotiation. Research indicates that anchoring has a significant 
impact on negotiations, and this research indicates the importance of “aiming 
high”, or low as the case may be, when opening a negotiation.

qEndowment Effect Bias
q We have a tendency to overvalue something we own, or a position we are 

advocating. Negotiators tend to place more value on their case than may be 
warranted.

q Deal or No Deal Episode
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(7) Successful Negotiators Prepare, 
Prepare, Prepare

Successful negotiators know 
everything! Or at least they try to 
know everything… about 
themselves, the other parties, the 
pressures, wants, needs, BATNAs, 
and priorities. 

Successful negotiators try to 
anticipate the toughest questions 
and most challenging positions that 
will be posed by the other parties in 
negotiations, and to be prepared to 
respond to those questions or 
challenges.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iW2nrSOLTCo&sns=em
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H9CQscwXBt0&sns=em
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TIP
Appoint a “Devil’s Advocate” 
among your team members 
whose assignment is to critically 
examine your negotiation strategy 
and arguments (as you expect 
your opposition will) so that you 
can avoid blind spots and 
overconfidence in your positions, 
arguments, and strategy, and be 
better prepared for the 
negotiation. 
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(8) Successful Negotiators are “Three 
Dimensional”

qThe First Dimension ~ Tactics
q Tactics are the persuasive moves 

negotiators make, and the back and 
forth process for dealing directly 
with the other parties, at the 
negotiating table. Good tactics can 
make a deal; bad ones can break it.
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q The Second Dimension ~ Deal Design
q Deal design includes more than the obvious, face-to-face aspects of 

negotiation. Deal designers know how to probe below the surface to uncover 
the sources of economic and non-economic value. To unlock that value for the 
parties, they have a systematic approach to envision and structure creative 
agreements. 

q The Third Dimension ~ Set Up
q Set up extends to actions away from the negotiating table that shape and 

reshape the situation to the negotiator’s advantage. These negotiators act 
away from the negotiating table to set up the most promising situation for the 
eventual tactical part of the negotiation. They “set the table,” ensuring that the 
right set of interests, at the right negotiating table or tables, at the right time, 
under the right expectations, and facing the right consequences of walking 
away if there is no deal. If the right set up at the negotiating table is not 
promising, this calls for moves to reset it more favorably.
If the negotiating table is not “set” properly, there is only so much that the 
negotiator’s tactics alone can achieve to bring about a successful negotiation.
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(9) Successful Negotiators Know the Importance of an Apology

q Tactical Apologies

q Apologies in Mediation

q Admissibility of Apologies
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