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PREFACE: WHY THIS BOOK EXISTS

Every procurement professional I’ve worked with knows the feeling. You’re in a supplier negotiation and the leverage you normally rely on — competitive quotes, alternative suppliers, the ability to walk away — simply isn’t there. Your supplier is your only qualified source. You need what they make. And they know it.

Most books on negotiation assume you have options. This one assumes you don’t.

The techniques in this book were built in the field, not in a classroom. I’ve spent over 20 years helping procurement teams negotiate with suppliers who believe they hold all the cards. Single-source situations. Proprietary technology. Capacity constraints. Quasi-monopoly positions.

What I found, consistently, is this: the procurement professionals who perform best in these situations are not the ones with the most aggressive tactics. They are the ones with the clearest systems. They know what they are negotiating. They know how to structure the conversation before a number is on the table. And they know how to stay composed when pressure is applied.

This book gives you that system.

Ralf Elcheroth Negtar GmbH

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

You can read this book linearly, from Chapter 1 through Chapter 21. That is the recommended path if you are new to single-source negotiation or building a system from scratch.

You can also use it as a reference. Each chapter is self-contained. If you have a negotiation in two weeks, start with Chapters 1, 5, and 10. If you are managing a supplier relationship post-negotiation, go directly to Chapters 18 and 19.

The Quick-Start box below points you to the five highest-value moves in the book — the things that will change your next negotiation most immediately.




QUICK START: 5 THINGS TO DO BEFORE YOUR NEXT SINGLE-SOURCE NEGOTIATION

1. Run the 5-Question Diagnostic (Chapter 1): identify your actual leverage. 

2. Map your stakeholders and align internally before you talk to the supplier (Chapter 5): the most common source of lost leverage. 

3. Set the frame before any number is discussed (Chapter 10): the first 90 seconds determine who runs the conversation. 

4. Separate supply commitments from pricing discussions (Chapter 15): do not let one be used to accelerate the other. 

5. Write a recap email within 24 hours of every substantive conversation (Chapter 16): verbal agreements evaporate faster than you think.




Get Your Free Single Source Negotiation Toolkit:

[image: Image]
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Your plant is 11 hours from a line stop. The supplier knows it. They called on a Friday afternoon to tell you: 12% increase, effective next month, or they can’t guarantee delivery. You have no qualified alternative. You have no time to find one. And you have a CFO waiting for your answer on Monday.

This is the moment most procurement professionals lose before they say a word.

THE REAL PROBLEM IS NOT THE SUPPLIER

Here is what actually happened on that call: the supplier set a frame, and you accepted it. They defined the question as “how much do you pay?” You started answering it. That is the loss. Not the 12%. The frame.

Single-source situations feel like a verdict. No alternative supplier means no competition, and no competition means no leverage. That logic is seductive and wrong.

Dependency is real. It develops because specs, qualification processes, and institutional knowledge have effectively narrowed the market to one supplier. Acknowledge that. You cannot negotiate your way around a genuine constraint by pretending it does not exist.

Helplessness is different. Helplessness happens when you lack clarity about what you are actually negotiating, what is genuinely blocked versus simply unused, and what leverage exists beyond a competitive quote.

The two are not the same. Most procurement professionals in single-source situations treat them as identical. That confusion is expensive.

Your supplier does not have leverage because they are your only option. They have leverage because you have not yet structured the conversation on your terms.

THE CONTROL FRAMEWORK: THREE LAYERS EVERY NEGOTIATION REQUIRES

Negotiation power in single-source situations does not come from competition you do not have. It comes from control over consequences: making costs and risks visible, managing timing and process, structuring accountability, and holding the frame when your counterpart tries to set it for you.

The Control Framework rests on three layers. If one is missing, the negotiation breaks in a predictable way.

LAYER 1: SUBSTANCE

The facts and economics of this specific situation. Your supplier’s cost drivers, the value they deliver, the realistic cost of switching, and a logical case that you can defend internally.

Substance is not “we need to save money.” Substance is a structured argument about why the current pricing or terms do not reflect economic reality, backed by specifics.

Without substance, you justify. Once you are justifying, you have handed control to the other side. They set the standard. You explain why you cannot meet it.

LAYER 2: STRUCTURE

The sequence of topics, the criteria for evaluation, the required evidence, the defined roles, and the escalation path. Structure prevents ad-hoc decisions under pressure.

Structure means you decide what gets discussed, in what order, and by what criteria, before the conversation starts. Your supplier will try to skip straight to a number. Your job is to slow that down.

Without structure, every conversation is reactive. Every demand gets addressed on the supplier’s timeline and terms. You become a firefighter responding to their calendar.

LAYER 3: SELF-LEADERSHIP

How you respond under pressure. To artificial deadlines. To supply threats. To charm and the relationship card. To guilt about switching costs the supplier incurred without your request.

Self-leadership means staying clear and calm. Clear about what you need. Calm about the pressure they are applying. You do not need to be aggressive. Aggressive gets confused with emotional. Clear is harder and more durable.

Without self-leadership, you go reactive. Reactive procurement professionals pay a premium. Every time.

Core Principle: Without substance, you defend. Without structure, you react. Without self-leadership, you pay for someone else’s advantage.

THE 5-QUESTION DIAGNOSTIC

Run this before any single-source supplier interaction. Answer each question in one sentence or less. If you cannot answer three or more, prepare before you negotiate.

1. What is the exact constraint? (Not “single source” — what specifically is the bottleneck? A certification? A tooling investment? A spec that references their part number? The more precise the answer, the narrower the real problem.)

2. What is the supplier’s business dependency on you? (Revenue share, reference value, growth account, pilot partner? What happens to their business if this relationship shrinks or ends?)

3. What happens to them if this deal does not close or gets delayed? (Capacity sitting idle? A new customer they needed your forecast to fund? Their Q4 numbers?)

4. What internal levers do you have? (Timeline control, spec influence, payment terms, volume flexibility, escalation authority, cross-divisional spend they do not yet see?)

5. What is driving the pressure — time, risk, or comfort? (Time pressure creates bad deals. Risk pressure creates overcautious ones. Comfort pressure — “this is how we’ve always done it” — creates invisible ones. Name it.)

If you can answer all five, you are ready to set the frame. If you cannot answer three or more, you are not ready. Prepare first.

HOW TO SET THE FRAME BEFORE ANY NUMBER IS DISCUSSED

Your supplier has practiced the announcement call. They know what they want to say, they know the objections they will hear, and they know how to move from your reaction to their number. That is their game.

Your job in the first 90 seconds is to stop playing it.

Most procurement professionals push back on the number. They argue 12% down to 9% and call it a win. The problem: they accepted the frame. They are negotiating a number that the supplier set, on a timeline the supplier chose, with logic the supplier defined. That is not a negotiation. It is a discount conversation.

Setting the frame means establishing the structure before any number is acknowledged. Here is what that looks like in practice.

SCRIPT 1 — WHEN A PRICE INCREASE IS ANNOUNCED:

“I understand you’re looking to adjust pricing. Before we discuss any number, I need us to align on three things: the cost drivers behind the request, the time period and mechanism for any adjustment, and what commitment you’re making in return. That’s the conversation I can take back internally and get a decision on. If you want to move forward, let’s schedule a working session with those three items on the agenda.”

What this does: it does not say no. It does not counter the number. It moves the conversation from a vendor announcement to a structured negotiation on your terms. The supplier expected a reaction. You gave them a process.

SCRIPT 2 — WHEN SUPPLY IS USED AS LEVERAGE:

“If supply continuity is being tied to a pricing discussion, I need to separate those two tracks. Supply reliability is a service commitment that needs to be documented and measured independently. Pricing is a commercial discussion we can structure properly. Let’s take them in sequence: supply commitment first, then economics.”

What this does: it refuses the coupling. Suppliers link supply threats to pricing discussions to create urgency. Decoupling the two removes the artificial deadline. They are left with a supply commitment they will not want to put in writing, and a pricing discussion that now has a proper structure.

CASE STUDY: THE CALL MARCUS ALMOST LOST IN THE FIRST MINUTE

TechComp Industries, a Tier-2 automotive components manufacturer in Toledo, Ohio, supplied sealing systems to three assembly plants. Their precision sensor module — a $6.20 specialty component — came from a single qualified source: a family-owned electronics firm in rural Pennsylvania. Re-qualification would take 14 to 18 months. There was no shortcut.

In October, the supplier announced an 11% price increase effective January 1st. “Material costs, energy, labor. This is where we need to be.”

Marcus Webb, TechComp’s procurement director, took the call in his car. His first instinct: push back immediately. Get to 7% before the end of the call. Lock something in while he had the rep on the line. He had done this before and it had worked.

He almost did it. He started with “that’s a significant ask.” The rep said, “I understand, but we’ve held pricing for two years.” Marcus felt the pull to negotiate right there. Instead, he paused.

“I want to understand your cost situation. That’s a legitimate conversation. But I can’t agree to any number on this call. What I need before we discuss a figure is a cost breakdown by driver, a proposed mechanism for future adjustments, and a service-level commitment for the next 18 months. That gives me something I can take to finance and leadership. Without that, I can’t move forward on the commercial side. Can we schedule a working session in the next 10 days?”

The rep agreed. The working session took place two weeks later.

What the working session revealed: material-linked cost increases justified approximately 4.5% of the request. The remaining 6.5% was margin recovery after two lean years. The supplier needed to recover it. Webb understood that. But needing to recover it and getting TechComp to fund it unconditionally are two different conversations.

Webb proposed a 5% increase indexed to a published commodity index, with a quarterly review mechanism and a 12-month delivery guarantee with penalty language written in for the first time. The supplier accepted.

Final cost impact: 5% instead of 11%, plus a service-level structure TechComp had never had before. Annualized on projected volume, the difference over three years was approximately $800,000.

Webb’s assessment: “We didn’t win because we were tougher. We won because we were structured at a moment when they expected us to be reactive. That 90-second pause on the phone was worth more than three hours of negotiation would have been.”

KEY TAKEAWAYS

Dependency
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