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Introduction

WHETHER WE are young or old, rich or poor, American, Brazilian, or Russian, we all have relationships that are important to us. Even Robinson Crusoe had his man Friday. It is through our relations with others that we work and play, earn a living, build a family, cope with problems, and enjoy life. Not only infants depend on others. We all do.

The world does not start afresh every morning. Each day we deal with people we have met before and will meet again. We complain to the landlord, listen to the boss, handle a customer, smooth out a family quarrel, or visit a friend. In almost every case, the fact that the relationship is continuing affects the outcome of the encounter. Stripped of our ongoing relationships, we would have no family, no friends, no colleagues, no employees, no supervisors, no government, no customers, and no one to write us a letter or meet us for lunch.

Some relationships work better than others. We all know people with whom we feel comfortable, secure, able to talk through a problem, and confident. With others we feel uncomfortable, frustrated, and mistrustful. We rarely understand why some relationships work well and others don’t. We tend to accept the quality of a relationship as inevitable: “That’s the way it is. We just don’t get along.” We blame problems on the other person and assume that there is little we can do to improve the way we interact.

Although it takes two to have a relationship, it takes only one to change its quality. Just as we react to others, they react to us. By changing our behavior, we will change the way they react. This book is based on the premise that change is possible and that each of us can improve the way we deal with others.

There is, however, no way that each of us can produce relationships that allow us to sail through life in perfect harmony, happily and efficiently resolving all differences. In this often harsh world there are circumstances we cannot control. There are even limits on the extent to which we can control ourselves. But we do make choices. We can make a difference. Given these constraints, what is the best advice that clear thinking and organized common sense can offer?

Poor choices: three dilemmas

As we try to build a relationship and deal with immediate problems, our assumptions sometimes compel us to choose between unattractive options. We may find ourselves asking such questions as:

What is the best way to avoid disagreement? Should I give in or sweep a problem under the rug?

(Assumption: Avoiding disagreement is a good goal for a relationship.)

Should I risk the relationship to get what I want, or should I sacrifice my interests for the sake of the relationship?

(Assumption: There is a tradeoff between substantive interests and a good relationship.)

Should I take the first step to improve the relationship, hoping the other person will reciprocate, or should I wait and see what he does and respond accordingly?

(Assumption: Reciprocity of some kind is a good guideline for how to treat people.)

The purpose of this book is to present better assumptions, better choices, and better answers. It continues a long-term concern for helping people deal with their shared and conflicting interests. A previous book, Getting to YES: Negotiating Agreement Without Giving In (Houghton Mifflin, 1981), focused on the negotiation of particular transactions. We all know, however, that the outcome of a particular transaction depends not only on our negotiation skills. It also depends on our relationship with those with whom we are negotiating. This book will articulate some basic concepts that should help people establish and maintain the kind of relationship they need to get what they want.

Pursue a “working” relationship

At the outset, we need to clarify what we mean by a “good” relationship. What each of us wants from a relationship varies greatly. But whether I hope through my relationship with you to gain love, money, security, or something else, we are bound to face conflicting interests, perceptions, and values. Differences are bound to arise. And we will not get what we want unless we can handle those differences. In each of our relationships, whether between individuals, businesses, religious groups, or governments, we should seek to establish and maintain those qualities that will make it a good “working” relationship—one that is able to deal well with differences. The proposition that this should be a goal for every relationship is discussed in Chapter 1.

Separate the people from the problem

The severity of the differences between two individuals, or between two governments, tends to affect the way they interact. Unfortunately, when the differences are especially serious, such as those between the United States and the Soviet Union, the relationship tends to be especially poor and unable to handle them. If we want a relationship that can deal with serious differences, we have to improve the process itself, independent of the particular substantive problems involved.

Relationship issues concern the way we deal with people: clearly or ambiguously, honestly or deceptively, logically or emotionally, and so forth. Substantive issues are those that might typically be included in an agreement—such matters as money, dates, time, property, terms, and conditions. It seems best to work on the process of a relationship—how we deal with each other—independent of all substantive differences. Deal with both sets of problems, people problems and substantive ones, but do not link them. This proposition is developed in Chapter 2.

Be unconditionally constructive

On the premise that a valuable goal is a working relationship, and that relationship issues can usefully be separated from substantive ones, Chapter 3 outlines a suggested method or strategy for building a problem-solving relationship. The method neither counts on others to follow our example nor does it have us follow theirs. The advice, rather, is to be “unconditionally constructive.” This means that in a relationship with you, I should do those things and only those things that are both good for the relationship and good for me—whether or not you reciprocate.

The balance of the book elaborates on this method, explaining how it applies to each of the qualities needed in a good working relationship.

Each relationship is unique. But the basic qualities that make it possible for any relationship to deal easily and well with differences are not. The method of being unconditionally constructive in a relationship can be applied by governments, businesses, and individuals. It can help start a new relationship or improve an old one. And, although these guidelines may be more relevant to a long-term relationship, they also apply to a one-time negotiation between strangers, where the relationship established in the first minute may well determine what kind of deal, if any, will be reached within the hour.

Unless you are alone on a desert island, the method described in these few pages should help you achieve whatever it is that you want.


I   An Overview


1 The Goal

A relationship that can deal well with differences

WE ALL FIND it easier to deal with some people than with others. In this sense, we may know a good relationship when we see one, but may fail to understand the qualities that make it good. The less clearly we understand what our goal is, the more difficult it will be to attain.

What we want and what we need in a relationship are unclear

Our assumptions about relationships are often inconsistent with the kind of relationship we need to get what we want. These inconsistencies lead to confusion about our objective.

We use the words “relations” and “relationship” in many ways. In one sense, “relations” are those to whom we are related by blood or marriage. In another sense, “relations” refer to the state of affairs between two countries. When a couple speaks of “having a relationship,” they may mean that they are living together. A banker may say that his bank has “a special relationship” with a client, yet even colleagues will have widely divergent views of just what that means. From a dozen officers at the same bank we received definitions of a “good” relationship as diverse as:


“A long-standing pattern of doing business.”

“We have made a lot of money dealing with them.”

“Great financial potential.”

“Our president plays golf with the chairman of their board.”

“They pay their bills; we can trust them.”

“We have to do things for them in return for past favors.”



Some businesses do try to characterize their relationships with clients and customers. One management consulting firm, for example, keeps track of its clients in terms of the length of the relationship, the amount of money at stake, the number of people involved on each side, and the frequency and extent of communication. But even a rough effort to define a business relationship is rare.

When people describe relations between individuals or among nations in such vague terms as “cold,” “formal,” or “friendly,” they often have no practical definition of a good relationship.

We confuse good relations with approval. One way of expressing strong disapproval of another’s conduct is to terminate the relationship: “After what she did, I will never speak to her again!” Such “banishment” is common to personal, business, and diplomatic relations. A company may refuse to do business with another after receiving poor service or feeling cheated. And a government may recall its ambassador and “break diplomatic relations” to express disapproval of another government’s behavior. It is therefore not surprising that people frequently assume the reverse, that establishing or maintaining a relationship demonstrates approval of the other’s conduct.

But expressing disapproval by disrupting a relationship is rarely, if ever, a good idea. Refusing to deal with someone will rarely solve an immediate problem; it will almost certainly impair our ability to solve future problems. If I know that circumstances will require my ongoing interaction with another person or institution—whether in the family, in the office, or internationally—then I should continue to deal with them now even if I disapprove of their conduct.

If two nations are caught up in an escalating conflict that may lead to warfare, the last thing they should do is break diplomatic relations, no matter how egregious one believes the other’s behavior. The wise parent keeps up a close relationship with a son even when condemning his conduct:


“Johnny, you know I love you, but you must not mark up the wallpaper with your new crayons. I will take them away for this afternoon. Please sit here with me while we talk to make sure that you understand why.”



We are confused by the role of shared values. In general, the greater the extent to which you and I share values and perceptions, the fewer differences we will have and the more easily we will find a basis for dealing with them that both of us will consider fair. We may thus tend to equate a good relationship with shared values.

But it would be a mistake to define a good relationship as one in which we agree easily, just as it would be a mistake to define a good road as one that is easy to build. While it is easier to build a good road across a prairie than through mountains, a good road through mountains may be more valuable than one across a prairie. Similarly, a good relationship among parties with sharp differences may be more valuable than one among parties who find it easy to agree.

We see our goal as avoiding disagreement. Many of us are taught as children that it is “naughty” to quarrel. We are led to believe that the “right” kind of relationship is one in which there is no apparent disagreement. Serious as well as small differences are swept under the rug. Partly as a result of such an upbringing, many people feel uncomfortable with conflict of any kind.

The very word “disagreeable” has lost its original meaning of being at variance and has come to mean causing displeasure. People find it disagreeable to disagree. Even family members or close friends, as soon as they become aware of a difference of views, may avoid talking about it. For some, the goal of a good relationship is a make-believe world without differences: “We have a marvelous relationship: we agree on everything.”

A particular vision of this kind of relationship is one in which others do what we want. A father might say, “I have an excellent relationship with my son; he does everything I ask and never talks back.” Many authoritarian governments, from the Soviet Union to South Korea, believe that a good relationship—with allies or constituents—is one without dissent. Even in the United States, some people apparently believe that our relationship with Honduras, for example, is better than that with France because Honduras follows U.S. policy more often.

No matter how well we think we know what is best for someone else, trying to impose our views on them is more likely to build problems for the future than to build a successful relationship.

Who “we” are is treated as fixed. Once we find ourselves in an adversarial relationship, we tend to think of “them” as someone on “the other side.” We exclude the possibility of developing a relationship so effective that there are no longer two opposing sides, but two partners facing the future, side by side.

In courting, we recognize that our goal is to turn an outsider into a member of the family. But in other contexts we are less likely to appreciate the extent of the change that is possible. Building a successful team, whether on the field or in the office, changes the approach to problems. Each member of the team, instead of asking, “What do I want? What are my interests?” should be asking, “What do we want?” and “How do we see our interests?”

Looking forward to a change of roles goes beyond the professor’s advice: “Be nice to your students; someday one may be your boss.” It means keeping open the possibility of so changing a relationship that adversaries become partners. Such changes are common in the history of U.S. foreign relations. With each of several former enemies—Great Britain, Canada, Mexico, Spain, Germany, Japan, and China—the United States has now developed a constructive working relationship. While my immediate goal may be improving the way our side deals with your side, my long-term goal may be bringing our sides together.

A good relationship: Having what we need to get what we want

What we want: good substantive outcomes. In every relationship, we are likely to want immediate substantive results, such as money, comfort, economic well-being, profit, property, or security. We want the kind of relationship that will best help achieve such interests.

We also want: inner peace. After an encounter, we may have an emotional reaction that is as important as the substantive outcome. After a business meeting with one person, we may feel competent, confident, and content—the sort of feelings we echo when we say, “It is always a pleasure to deal with you.” After a meeting with someone else, we may feel uneasy, tense, or angry.

Whether we are negotiating with our spouse over where to go on vacation, with a client over fees, or with the Soviets over arms control, we want a relationship that leaves us feeling positive. We want peace of mind. We want to be able to say: “I can work things out with those people.” If we don’t feel positive after the last transaction, we may dread the next and have more difficulty dealing with it.

What we need: an ability to deal with differences. We know that the other party to any relationship also has interests, interests that may differ from ours. And as we try to deal with our differing interests, we will discover that we have differing perceptions and values. As time passes and as we learn more, the interests, perceptions, and values of both sides are likely to change. These differing wants, perceptions, and values, and the changes in them that take place over time, provide the endless grist for every relationship.

Suppose that I want the office to behave like one big happy family, while my boss wants our relationship to be strictly business. Or suppose you are interested in a purely Platonic relationship with a friend who has more intimate ideas in mind. Or suppose I am looking for a big investment from a relative who thinks it is a mistake to mix family and business. Or suppose one country is looking forward to a live-and-let-live relationship based primarily on trade and investment, whereas its neighbor would like to use its resources to influence the politics of an entire region. The test of a good relationship is whether it is able to deal successfully with such differences, including those about the kind of relationship the parties should have. It is this problem-solving aspect of a relationship that we call a “working” relationship.

Competing and changing interests create problems. The working relationship we need is one that produces a solution that satisfies the competing interests as well as possible, with little waste, in a way that appears legitimate in the eyes of each of the parties. The solution should also be durable and efficiently reached.

A robust relationship should be able to produce such outcomes in the face of differences in values, perceptions, and interests. It should be able to cope successfully with times when I disapprove of something you did and when we both feel anger rather than affection. It should be strong enough to keep the problem-solving process going even if we develop conflicting views about the relationship itself.

To deal successfully with a difference does not mean that it will disappear. I may want to watch Masterpiece Theatre at the very time that you want to watch a Sunday football game; but our relationship should enable us to work out an accommodation that is satisfactory to both of us, whether we flip a coin, take turns, buy another television set, or go bowling.

The ability to deal with differences depends upon a few basic elements

We can measure the health of an individual by checking a few basic elements, such as the blood system, the breathing system, the nervous system, and the digestive system. To measure the health of a relationship, we need to look at the basic qualities that allow it to cope successfully with differences. Six such qualities seem fundamental. Each feature will be discussed in turn, here briefly and at greater length in the chapters that follow.

1. It helps to balance reason and emotion. Many aspects of a relationship are not rational. We often react emotionally, not logically, in pursuit of some purpose. Emotions such as fear, anger, frustration, or even love may disrupt otherwise thoughtful actions. Emotions are normal, necessary, and often essential to problem-solving. They can convey important information, help us marshal our resources, and inspire us to action. Wisdom is seldom found without them. Nonetheless, the ability of two people to deal well with their differences will be greater to the extent that reason and emotion are in some kind of balance.

We cannot work well with another person when emotions overwhelm our reason: we cannot make wise decisions in the middle of a temper tantrum. But neither is logic alone sufficient for solving problems and building a relationship. Rather, we need both reason informed by emotion and emotion guided and tempered by reason. This balance between logic and emotion is a practical definition of working rationality.

2. Understanding helps. If we are going to achieve an outcome that will satisfy the interests of both, at least acceptably, and leave each of us feeling fairly treated, we will need to understand each other’s interests, perceptions, and notions of fairness. Unless I have a good idea of what you think the problem is, what you want, why you want it, and what you think might be fair, I will be groping in the dark for an outcome that will meet your interests as well as mine. You, too, will be seriously handicapped unless you understand how I see things. Whether we agree or not, the better we understand each other, the better our chance of creating a solution we can both accept.

3. Good communication helps. Understanding requires effective communication. And even though in general we may understand each other, the quality of a particular outcome and the efficiency with which it is reached are likely to depend on communication about that particular issue. The more effectively we communicate about our differences, the better we will understand each other’s concerns and the better our chances for reaching a mutually acceptable agreement. But the manner and extent of our communication do more than improve understanding. The more openly we communicate, the less basis there is for suspicion. We in the United States can feel our distrust of the Soviet Union begin to diminish as it opens its doors to the West. And the more we believe the other side has heard and understood our views, and we theirs, the more likely we will feel that an agreement is fair and balanced. Within reasonable limits, the more communication, the better the working relationship.

4. Being reliable helps. My communicating with you is not worth much if you do not believe me. And commitments that are entered into lightly or disregarded easily are often worse than none. Blind trust will not help me work with others, since misplaced trust will damage a relationship more than healthy skepticism. But well-founded trust, based on honest and reliable conduct over a period of time, can greatly enhance our ability to cope with conflict. The more honest and reliable we are with respect to each other, the better our chance of producing good outcomes.

5. Persuasion is more helpful than coercion. In a particular transaction, you and I may be more interested in the immediate outcome than in our long-term relationship. Each of us will try to affect the other’s decisions, and the way in which we do so will have a profound effect on the quality of the relationship. At one extreme, I can try to inspire your voluntary cooperation through education, logical argument, moral persuasion, and my own example. At the other extreme, I can try to coerce you by worsening your alternatives and by warnings, threats, extortion, and physical force. The more coercive the means of influence, the less likely it is that the outcome will reflect both of our concerns, and the less legitimate it is likely to be in the eyes of at least one of us. The less coercive the modes of influence, the better our ability to work with each other.

6. Mutual acceptance helps. If we are to deal well with our differences, we need to accept each other as someone worth dealing with. Feeling accepted, worthy, and valued is a basic human psychological need. Unless you listen to my views, accept my right to have views that differ from yours, and take my interests into account, I am unlikely to want to deal with you. And if we do not deal with each other, we will not even begin to resolve our differences.

Acceptance is not an either/or phenomenon but a matter of degree. The higher the degree of acceptance, the better the chance of working out differences and producing good outcomes. Indeed, generally speaking, the more a relationship partakes of each of the qualities outlined above, the greater the ability of the people in that relationship to solve their problems wisely and effectively.

Some features are not essential to a good working relationship

If our analysis at the beginning of this chapter about common mistakes is correct, then it is important to note two qualities that are not required in a relationship that deals well with differences.

Approval. A good working relationship does not require approval. It should survive situations in which each side seriously disapproves of the other’s values, positions, aspirations, or conduct. When someone wants to “break” relations with those of whose conduct he disapproves, he usually does so to send a message and exert pressure toward changing that conduct. We can influence the behavior of others more effectively, however, if we continue to deal with them so that we may understand their interests, make sure they understand ours, and bring to bear upon them our full persuasive powers.

It is possible to convey disapproval by means other than terminating a relationship. At the height of the notoriety of Senator Joseph McCarthy, he was brought as a guest to the Metropolitan Club in Washington, D.C., and introduced to the distinguished lawyer John Lord O’Brian. It is reported that when the senator held out his hand, Mr. O’Brian said, “Senator, as a symbol of my strong disapproval of what you are doing, I would rather not shake your hand. If you would like, I would be happy to come to your office at some time convenient to you and we could discuss our
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