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Introduction





The Negotiation That Started This Book

Those who know me already know two things about me.

First, I love my family.

Second, my mom and my brother-in-law are brilliant negotiators.

This is important context for the story I am about to share.

I should also say upfront that this story is based on my recollection of something that happened about a year ago, so some details may be a little fuzzy. I have also changed a few facts slightly, both to protect the people involved and to make the lessons easier to follow.

One Sunday in July 2025, my sister called me at 9 a.m. Singapore time. That is 6:30 a.m. in India. I have never known my sister to wake up that early unless she had to do something religious or her son—that is, my nephew—needed to be woken up.

So, when I saw her name on my phone, I knew it was unlikely to be either of these options.

Feeling slightly panicked, I answered.

She was in tears. She said Dad had fallen in the bathroom. I asked, “Your dad?”—referring to her father-in-law—“or my dad?”

She said, “Our dad.”

She told me she was heading to my parents’ place and would probably take him to the emergency room (ER). He had stopped breathing for a few minutes, and everyone was worried. He was also bleeding.

I did what any son would do. I looked up tickets to Mumbai.

I was going to miss the 11:45 a.m. Singapore Airlines (SIA) flight, and the next SIA flight was not until the evening. Yes, I am an SIA snob. So, I looked up IndiGo. I could make it to the airport in time, but I would have a layover in Chennai and reach Mumbai at 8 p.m. Still better than 10 p.m. with SIA.

As I headed to the airport, I learned more about what had happened. Dad had fallen in the bathroom around 6 a.m. Mom had heard a loud thud and rushed to check on him. He had been on the floor, bleeding and not breathing. So, naturally, Mom slapped him a few times to “wake him up.”

When she felt he had started breathing again, she called my sister and then rushed to ask the neighbors for help.

It may be important to note here that my parents live in a tiny apartment on the third floor of an old condominium in Mumbai. The design of the building is unusual because there are apartments on every half-floor. In fact, I also own an apartment half a floor above my parents’. Why I bought that apartment is a story for a different book.

The important point is this: The building has no lift, and no escalator. Just stairs. Lots of stairs.

My mom went to the neighbor who lives half a floor below. Her daughter immediately came up to help. She called two doctors who live in the same wing of the condominium, and both rushed over. One of them revived my dad. Someone called the ambulance. By the time my sister and her father-in-law reached the apartment, Dad was half awake and ready to be taken to the ER.

After a few hours in the ER, they moved him to the intensive care unit. Thankfully, by the time I reached Mumbai that evening, Dad was fully awake and alert. He did not remember how or why he had fallen, but otherwise, he seemed okay.

He stayed in the hospital for seven days. We never fully figured out what caused the fall. But we knew one thing: His leg muscles had weakened, and he was now scared to walk.

What I had imagined would be a one-week visit turned into more than two weeks.

Once Dad was back home, Mom and I, with my sister’s help and an excellent physiotherapist, took care of him. But in that second week, I started noticing things.

Dad was finding it harder and harder to walk. It took a lot of effort, and he was wobbly. The stairs were almost impossible.

I also noticed that Mom was having knee issues. She did not complain. She did not even talk about it. But it was obvious she was in pain and putting up a brave front. Even she was struggling with the stairs.

That was when we started discussing the obvious problem: My parents could not continue living in a third-floor walk-up apartment.

We looked into installing a lift or some kind of stair lift in our wing of the condominium, at our personal cost. But after speaking with vendors and the condominium administrators, we realized that these options were not viable.

So, like all good Indian families, we discussed the problem endlessly and then decided to “wait and see.”

But after I returned to Singapore, I could not stop thinking about it.

And that is when it happened.

I decided to buy my parents an apartment.

I also knew which apartment.

A few months before my dad’s accident, my sister and her family had bought an apartment in a redevelopment project. I had always liked the condominium. It was in a good neighborhood, with a haveli (Krishna temple) and a derasar (Jain temple) nearby. It had two elevators in each wing, a nice courtyard where residents could walk or sit and hang out, and proper parking across multiple levels, not the stacked parking that many condominiums now use. Basically, it had everything that would make my parents’ lives easier. They would no longer be trapped at home the way they were in their current apartment.

When we had gone earlier to collect the keys for my sister’s apartment, the developer’s agent had asked if we were interested in seeing one of the empty apartments for me and my parents. We said we were not interested in buying anything, but we would be happy to see the apartment.

When we entered, both Mom and I fell in love with it. This is rare. Mom and I do not often fall in love with the same things.

It was just a bare shell, but it had all the essentials: sunlight, breeze, and a good vibe.

However, at that time, we already owned two apartments between my parents and me, and I had decided I did not want any more debt. So, we said it was a good apartment, but we were not interested.

Of course, we still asked the price “out of curiosity.”

It was equivalent to almost $1.4 million.

Definitely expensive.

However, as I later sat in my office in Singapore worrying about my parents’ health, the apartment suddenly did not feel “that” expensive.

I could afford it—if I took a huge loan from the bank.

After convincing my parents that I could afford it, we decided to approach the developer’s agent who had shown us the apartment. But there was one obvious question: What price should we offer?

The asking price of $1.4 million felt above market. So, we needed to do our homework.

I asked my mom and brother-in-law for help for two reasons. First, they understood the Mumbai real estate market better than I did, especially my brother-in-law, who had recently bought an apartment in the same condominium. Second, as I said earlier, they are brilliant negotiators.

Also, I was emotionally involved. This is not ideal when you are about to negotiate.

I went on MagicBricks and 99acres and started looking for comparable apartments. My rough conclusion was that if we got the apartment for around $1.1 million, it would be a fair deal.

However, we obviously wanted to pay as little as possible.

So, Mom decided we should quote $900,000.

We made the offer to the developer’s agent.

Then we heard nothing. For days.

I started panicking. I was convinced we had gone too low and had lost the apartment. In fact, I wanted to go back to the agent and increase our offer.

At one point, I told Mom that she had made me lose this lovely apartment and that now she would have to go apartment hunting for me, because I refused to let them continue living in a condominium without elevators.

Both my mom and my brother-in-law told me to be patient.

I was not patient. But luckily, I also did not act.

A few days later, the agent reached out and asked if we could meet him and his supervisor via WhatsApp video that same day. I had just returned from my first one-day trip to Johor Bahru in Malaysia and was surprised by the sudden request. My brother-in-law was traveling, and there was no way I was going to negotiate with the developers without him.

I also did not want Mom involved. With hindsight, this was obviously a mistake. But at the time, I was worried she would continue to lowball, and I would lose the apartment.

So, I thought we should postpone the meeting. But I checked with my brother-in-law first. He said he was happy to get on a video call with us, so we scheduled the call for later that evening.

On our side, it was my brother-in-law and me. On their side, it was the agent and his supervisor.

We started with pleasantries as my brother-in-law and the agent knew each other well. Then my brother-in-law said that I obviously liked the apartment, which is why we were having the conversation. He repeated our offer of $900,000 and asked what they thought.

They said it was too low and there was no way they could close at that price; however, they did say they could come down to $1.2 million.

At this point, I panicked again and was ready to accept. Thankfully, my brother-in-law did not.

Instead of arguing only about price, he said that before discussing price further, we should clarify the payment plan, who would pay the taxes and duties, whether we needed two or three parking spots, and a few other issues. The original quote of $1.4 million was all-inclusive, but we wanted to double-check everything.

We said we did not need three parking spots and asked whether they could reduce the price if we took only two. We confirmed that we would not be paying any government taxes from our side and that these would remain the developer’s responsibility. We also asked how they wanted the payment, given that the apartment was ready and there was no slab-wise payment (or progressive payment as we call it in Singapore) schedule possible. Also, I did not have a million dollars lying around.

They asked how I planned to pay.

I said it would be through a bank loan. I also said that if it helped, I would be happy to use their agent to facilitate the loan process so there would be no delay from my end.

I think they liked this.

With hindsight, I believe they wanted to wrap up the project quickly, so speed and certainty of payment mattered to them.

Slowly, the conversation shifted. I do not remember the exact amount, but I think it was now somewhere around $1.15 million.

Then my brother-in-law said, “Why don’t we close it at $1.01 million? It is a lucky number.”

They refused.

He kept saying it was possible.

They kept saying it was not.

At that point, they invited another colleague to join the call. My sister later told us that he was one of the owners of the company.

After the introductions, my brother-in-law repeated the offer: $1.01 million.

The owner said it would be difficult.

My brother-in-law said it would not be.

Then the owner turned to me. This was the only time I really spoke in the negotiation.

In our mother tongue, he asked me, “Why do you want to buy the flat?”

I responded, also in our mother tongue, “For me and my parents. I would feel better if they were closer to my sister.”

He paused.

Then he said, “Done.”

Soon after that, he left the call.

And that is how I—okay, my brother-in-law—negotiated the apartment.

I also have a detailed story about negotiating with the bank for a better interest rate and faster loan approval, but I will leave that for my next book.

Why I Wrote This Book

I am currently the Lee Kong Chian Professor of Organisational Behaviour and Human Resources at Singapore Management University. I teach negotiations to MBA students, executives, and organizations around the world. Before joining SMU, I spent five years as an assistant professor at the Indian School of Business, where I also taught negotiations. Yet, in the deal I just described, almost every instinct I reached for was wrong.

When the silence stretched on, I wanted to raise our offer. I wanted my mother, one of the sharpest negotiators I know, off the call. I read a few quiet days as the deal slipping away. Each of those felt like good sense at the time. Each was the amateur move. The people who stayed patient, who bundled the issues, and who waited, were right.

What stings is that I knew better. I could have pointed out the right move in a classroom without pausing. But these were my parents, my money, and an apartment I had already pictured them living in. I was too involved to think clearly. The knowledge was there. The emotion suppressed it.

That is the reason for this book. I did not share this story because I think everyone should buy their parents an apartment. Please do not rely on this book for financial advice. Practice does make you a better negotiator, and you should practice. But a lack of practice is often not the problem. What fails you is the moment the stakes turn personal and what you know goes quiet under pressure. The higher the stakes, the more this happens. Those are exactly the negotiations you cannot afford to get wrong.

This book is built for those moments. It contains short chapters, with one idea each, so that when you are tense and too close to a deal to trust your own gut, you can open to the one move you need and find it fast. My aim was not to write another comprehensive textbook. There are already many excellent ones available. I wanted something you could pick up, read a handful of chapters in 20 minutes, and put to use right away.

We negotiate constantly. Salaries, prices, deadlines, whose turn it is to do the hard task. Most conversations at work are negotiations. So are many at home. The cost of getting them wrong is rarely dramatic. It is a slightly worse salary, a slightly worse price, or a slightly worse arrangement. Repeated across a career or a lifetime though, those small negotiations compound into something much bigger.

There is no shortage of negotiation advice. Most of it comes from one person’s experience, or a phrase that sounds true. This book takes a different route. Every strategy here rests on research that has been tested, not on what worked once for someone with a good story. And at the end of the book, I have included the original references in case you want to read the evidence yourself.

Research keeps evolving. New studies will refine, challenge, and sometimes overturn what we think we know. But the recommendations here reflect the best evidence available at the time of writing.

My goal is simple. To spare you having to read hundreds of academic papers, so you can spend that time negotiating better.

A note on AI. I used AI tools to help me research, organize ideas, and sharpen my writing. Every finding in this book comes from peer-reviewed research that I selected and checked myself. The choices, the judgment, and the voice are mine. I think it is only fair that you know how the book was made.

What’s in This Book

The book is organized into four parts: Before You Sit Down, Claiming Value, Creating Value, and Negotiating as a Woman. The first part focuses on preparation. The second examines how to secure better terms for yourself. The third explores how to find agreements that leave both sides better off. The fourth looks at how gender can shape negotiation behavior and outcomes.

These categories are not airtight. Preparation affects everything that follows, and many strategies can help you both create more value and claim more of it. The four parts are simply a way to organize the strategies and make them easier to find.

Every chapter follows the same basic path. The opening tells you what is happening. Why It Works (or Why It Happens) explains the research behind it. How to Use It in a Smart Way turns the finding into something you can do. What to Avoid shows you where the same move can backfire. The Bottom Line is useful when you need a quick reminder.

How to Use This Book

You can read this book from beginning to end. But you do not have to.

I wrote it as a cheat sheet: something you can reach for when a negotiation is close enough that your instincts have become unreliable. Each chapter stands on its own. If you have a negotiation tomorrow, go directly to the problem in front of you. If you want to understand the full system, begin with the first chapter and read straight through.

Here are some ways to use the book:


If the negotiation has not begun: Chapters 1–14 will help you assess your alternatives, set your targets, resist potential anchors, manage anxiety, and prepare your plan.

If you are deciding what to say first: Chapters 15–23 cover first offers, precision, phantom anchors, offer framing, and ranges.

If they have already made the first offer: Start with Chapters 10 and 27–30. They cover resisting anchors, flinching, taking your time, and pushing back without provoking a fight.

If you are worried about leverage: Chapters 1–8, 31–34, and 70–73 examine BATNAs, rival offers, outside options, and the role of power.

If time is running out: Chapters 40–42 explain how deadlines change behavior—and when to reveal yours or quietly use theirs.

If you suspect there is a better deal for both sides: Chapters 50–66 cover interests, trust, questions, packages, logrolling, MESOs, contingent agreements, and post-settlement settlements.

If emotion is shaping the conversation: Chapters 44–48 and 74–82 examine the effects of anger, disappointment, and sadness in negotiations.

If you need the other side to open up: Chapters 50–58 and 68–71 cover trust, questions, information sharing, mirroring, and perspective-taking.

If honesty has become an issue: Chapters 87–89 cover lying, reputation, apologies, and denial.

If you are negotiating by email, phone, video, or AI: Start with Chapters 11–12, 37–39, and 83–86.

If you are negotiating as a woman: Chapters 95–108 examine how gender changes the way the same behavior is interpreted and rewarded.



Some chapters appear to belong in more than one place. That is because negotiations do not stay neatly inside categories. A strategy that helps you secure a larger share of the value may damage trust. A move that creates value may also help you keep more of it. Emotions, relationships, culture, and the medium you use can affect everything.

You will also encounter some repetition. That is deliberate. Because the chapters are designed to stand alone, you should not need to remember something from fifty pages earlier to understand the strategy in front of you.

Finally, treat these chapters as evidence-based tools, not rigid rules. Research tells us what tends to work, not what will work every time. Your counterpart matters. Your relationship matters. The culture, the stakes, the medium, and whether you expect to negotiate with this person again all matter.

My hope is that somewhere in these 108 strategies, you find one idea that changes the outcome of your next negotiation. If it does, then writing this book will have been worth it.

Now, let’s begin.
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Before You Sit Down

Most negotiations are won or lost before they begin.

By the time you sit down, many of the things that shape the outcome are already set: what you can walk away to, what you are aiming for, and the lowest deal you will accept. You cannot work these out clearly under pressure. You need to decide them beforehand, when your head is clear.

Preparation is one of the cheapest advantages in negotiation, yet it is often ignored. It may not be visible in the room. Instead, it appears as a calmer, firmer version of you, guided by decisions you made in advance rather than by whatever the other side puts in front of you.

That is why preparation matters, and why this book begins here.





1

Know Your BATNA

Your BATNA is your Best Alternative To a Negotiated Agreement: what you will do if the current negotiation ends without a deal. It is the option you walk away to. It also gives you the power to walk away from the current deal.

Say you are negotiating a new job, and the salary is lower than you hoped. Your BATNA might be accepting an offer from another firm or staying in your current role. That alternative, not the salary you were hoping for, is what you should compare the offer against.

Knowing your BATNA gives you power. Negotiators who recognize that they have a strong BATNA tend to aim higher, demand better terms, and achieve better outcomes. A BATNA helps only if you have identified it; an option you have not considered leaves you no better off than having no option at all. So, before you negotiate, ask yourself: What is my BATNA?

Bottom Line

You do not negotiate from what you want. You negotiate from what you can walk away to.





2

Always Try to Improve Your BATNA

A new client asks you to provide a quote for a project. The only other work you have is a low-paying gig, so you quietly base your quote on that and hope for the best. You never chased the two better leads sitting in your inbox or asked your current client to pay more before submitting the quote. You treated your BATNA as fixed when it was something you could have built on.

Why It Works

A strong BATNA changes the negotiation before you say a word. When the current deal is your only option, you depend on your counterpart, and that dependence makes you concede. A strong alternative breaks the grip. The stronger your BATNA, the higher the minimum you will accept and the more ambitious the outcome you can pursue. When you know you can do well elsewhere, you are more willing to reject weak offers and push for better terms without bluffing.

A strong BATNA also shapes how the other party sees you. Someone who can walk away appears more capable, more desirable as a partner, and harder to pressure. But what matters is not your alternative alone. It is how yours compares with theirs. The same alternative can look powerful against a weak counterpart and unimpressive against a strong one. When your alternative is better than theirs, you can hold out for longer, concede less, and tilt the deal in your favor.

There is one condition though. Your BATNA only shapes how the other party sees you and how much of the value you claim, if they know it exists. If they do not, they assume your options are no better than theirs, and the advantage disappears. You do not have to reveal its exact terms. You only need to signal that the alternative exists and is viable.

How to Use It in a Smart Way

Start before you sit down. The time to build an alternative is before the conversation, not during it. There are two ways to make your alternative stronger.


Generate a new one. Find another real option: a second buyer for the car, another client for the project, or a competing job offer.

Improve one you already have. Go back to an existing offer and try to improve its terms. One strong alternative is often more valuable than several weak ones.



Make it real and specific. A vague sense that you “could probably find something else” does almost nothing. An actual second buyer, a written quote from another supplier, or a real conversation with another employer is what actually shifts your position.

Take a private car sale. A buyer offers you $6,400 and will not go higher. Before you accept, get a written trade-in quote from a dealer, say $5,900. You now know exactly what you can get if the private sale falls through. That certainty allows you to negotiate without fearing that you will be left with nothing.

Keep building your BATNA after the negotiation begins. Your alternative is not frozen the moment you start negotiating. If another offer arrives halfway through the talks, reassess what you are willing to accept and what you should aim for.

What to Avoid

Do not mistake the existence of an alternative for the existence of a strong one. A weak fallback may be better than nothing, but it will do little for your outcome and may give you false confidence. What matters is how attractive the alternative is, not simply whether one exists.

Building alternatives can also feel disloyal. Interviewing elsewhere while asking for a raise or exploring another supplier while negotiating with one you like may feel uncomfortable. But creating options is not a betrayal. It is preparation.

Bottom Line

Power at the table is mostly built away from it. Strengthen your alternative before you arrive, and you will need the deal less, which is exactly why you will get more out of it.





3

When You Have No BATNA, Imagine a Strong One

You are about to ask for something with nothing behind you. No second buyer, no rival bid, and no other job waiting. The quote is due, and you can already feel yourself lowering the number before it leaves your mouth.

The fix is simple. Before you make the first offer, imagine that you have a strong BATNA. You do not actually have it, and you should not pretend that you do. But picturing it may help you ask for more.

Why It Works

The imagined offer acts as a reference point. It raises your aspiration, the best result you could realistically hope for, and a higher aspiration produces a more ambitious first offer, which pulls the final deal toward you.

This is one of the more surprising findings. People with no alternative tend to open cautiously and settle low. But those who spend a moment imagining a strong BATNA behave as though they have real leverage, even when they have none. You can borrow some of the power of an alternative without owning one.

How to Use It in a Smart Way

Run the exercise before you make the first offer. Take a moment to imagine you have already secured a strong offer from someone else. Picture what it would be. Picture how it would feel to have it, and how it would change the way you ask. Then take that into the conversation.

Make the imagined offer attractive. This matters more than it sounds. Imagining a weak alternative does the opposite of what you want. It drags your aim down, your opening offer down, and your final deal down with it. A weak imagined option is worse than none at all.

Use it to set your number, then move first. The advantage appears when you make the opening offer. Say you are quoting freelance work and were about to ask for ₹1,800. You picture a competing client who already offered ₹2,400. Now you are likely to open at ₹2,400, not ₹1,800.

Do not worry that it will weaken your interest in the real deal. Imagining an outside option does not make people care less about the negotiation in front of them. You can picture the alternative and still want this agreement.

What to Avoid

Imagining an offer that does not exist can feel like lying to yourself; it can even feel a bit foolish. That discomfort points to the limits of the move.

The biggest limit is this: The same imagined alternative that helps in a price negotiation can wreck a deal that requires both sides to bend. When your positions are hard to reconcile and an agreement only exists if you find a creative trade, pumping up your aspiration pushes the two of you further apart. Aim too high in that moment and you talk yourself into a “no deal.”

There are two smaller limits: If the other side makes the first offer, the trick doesn’t achieve much because their number anchors you before your imagined one can. And if they are using the same strategy, do not expect an advantage. The benefit comes from wanting more than they do, not from both of you wanting more.

Finally, do not let imagining replace doing. A real alternative still beats an invented one. Build a true option if you can and imagine one only when you cannot.

Bottom Line

An attractive offer that exists only in your head can lift your opening or sink the deal. Conjure it up when the negotiation is about dividing the value on the table. Drop it when the deal depends on creative solutions.
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If You Lose an Alternative, Try to Keep Its Power

An offer falls through. A good one, better than you expected. The instinct now is to quietly reduce what you ask for next, as if losing the offer also shrank what it was worth. It did not, but you are about to negotiate as though it did.

Why It Happens

A strong offer can still help you even after you lose it. People who lose an attractive alternative have been shown to set higher targets, open more aggressively, and reach better deals than people who never had that offer at all.

When you considered that offer, you built a case for why the deal was worth that much. You pictured why your machine, your service, or your property justified the number. That case does not disappear when the offer does. It stays with you and keeps your expectations high. This is one of the stranger results at the bargaining table. An option that no longer exists still moves the outcome.

Confidence, surprisingly, does not explain the effect. Losing a strong offer does not make you feel more powerful. It feels like a loss. However, you still do better, because the number itself continues to influence you, not because you feel more confident.

How to Use It in a Smart Way

•Keep the number. When a strong offer falls through, do not discard its value. Use it to set your target and your opening ask for the next round. Say your company is selling a used packaging machine, and a buyer offered $71,000 before pulling out. When the next buyer asks your price, you still open around $71,000, not at the $58,000 you suddenly feel safer quoting.

•Watch which number you keep. The effect runs in both directions. A weak offer you lose can pull you lower, because you anchor to a small number instead of a large one. If the only bid you lost was a poor one, do not let it set your floor. Argue against it on purpose. List the reasons that offer was too low to yourself. Generating those reasons weakens its pull and frees you to aim higher.

What to Avoid

You can use this strategy well, win a better deal than you otherwise would, and still walk away feeling like you lost.

The same number that lifted your target becomes the number you judge the result against. Say you closed that machine at $64,000, better than you would have managed without the vanished $71,000 offer. But $71,000 is the figure in your head, so $64,000 reads as a shortfall rather than a win.

The real challenge is what happens next. You may let a strong result feel like a defeat, and that feeling follows you to the next negotiation. You may become cautious because you doubt your judgment, or you may become rigid to avoid feeling cheated again. Both cost you. Judge the deal against what was realistic, not against the offer that walked away.

Bottom Line

The offer that was lost can still win you the next deal. Just do not let it decide how you feel about the deal you actually reached.
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Know Your Reservation Price

You walk into the shop telling yourself, “$200, no higher.” You even say it out loud. You leave having spent $250. The limit you set was not the limit you adhered to. This happens to almost everyone, and it starts with one quiet mistake: assuming your bottom line is a single, fixed number you already know.

Your real bottom line is your reservation price: the lowest you will accept as a seller, or the highest you will pay as a buyer, before walking away. Most people assume that number is simply their BATNA, the best alternative to a negotiated agreement. It is not. Your reservation price is built from three things.

Reservation Price = BATNA + transaction costs + idiosyncratic preferences

Start with your BATNA. Say you are selling your car and your BATNA is an $8,300 offer from another buyer. That is your starting point, not your finishing one.

Add the cost of walking away. Reaching that other offer is not free. The buyer lives an hour away, has not seen the car, and might still back out. Chasing the $8,300 costs you a weekend, a tank of petrol, and some real risk. So, the buyer sitting in front of you does not have to match $8,300. You might take $8,050 from them rather than chase the higher number, because the chase has a price. That gap is your transaction cost. For a buyer, it runs the other way. You will pay a little above your next-best option to avoid the trouble of going to get it.

Add your idiosyncratic preferences. These are the personal factors that have little to do with the math. You might hold out for more from a buyer who was rude and quietly accept less from one you like. You might take a lower price simply because you cannot stand the uncertainty any longer. It is the same impulse behind every “I knew I could get more, but I just wanted it sold.” You might even walk away from a fair offer because the split feels unfair. None of this shows up in a spreadsheet. All of it moves your number.

This is why the $200 suit became $250. The $200 was the math. The $250 was the math bent by the moment. A salesperson you warmed to. A jacket that fitted perfectly. The discomfort of leaving with nothing after 30 minutes. Knowing these forces exist is the first step to keeping them in check.

Your reservation price does one more thing. It determines whether a deal is possible at all. The bargaining zone, often called the zone of possible agreement, or zopa, is the overlap between your reservation price and theirs. Say you will pay up to $11,500 for a used motorbike, and the seller will accept as little as $9,800. Any figure between those two works for both sides. That range is the bargaining zone.

If there is no overlap, there is no price both sides can accept. If you will pay no more than $9,200 and the seller will not accept less than $9,800, there is simply no number that works, however well either of you negotiate.

Even a wide bargaining zone guarantees nothing. Two people can have plenty of room for agreement and still walk away with no deal. They may fail to recognize the overlap. Or the division may feel too unfair to accept.

Bottom Line

Your BATNA tells you what you can walk to. Your reservation price tells you when to walk away. The two are not always the same number, and understanding the difference can keep you from accepting a deal you should reject or rejecting one you should accept.
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Know Your Aspiration Price

Your aspiration price is your target price: the best outcome you could realistically hope for and still expect the other side to accept.

It is not the same as your reservation price. Your reservation price is the floor, the least you will accept before you walk away. Your aspiration price is the ceiling, the most you could reasonably reach for. Most people prepare the floor but never set the ceiling. They know what they will refuse, but not what they are aiming for. As a result, they are easily pulled toward whatever number the other side puts down first.

One thing matters most. Your aspiration price has to be specific and ambitious. A clear, optimistic number you can justify pulls your final settlement upward. A vague wish to do well achieves nothing.

Say you are going into a salary conversation. Your reservation price might be €88,000, below which you would keep looking. Your aspiration price is €97,000, the number you have evidence for and intend to anchor around. The two numbers do different jobs. One tells you when to walk away. The other tells you what to walk toward.

Bottom Line

Your reservation price protects you from a bad deal. Your aspiration price is what helps you get a great one. Set both before you sit down.
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Anchor Yourself on Your Aspiration Price, Not Your Reservation Price

You know your reservation price, the lowest you will accept. You keep that number close, and you return to it throughout the whole conversation. “As long as I do not drop below this, I am fine.” It feels safe. It is also why you will probably leave money on the table.

Set your reservation price before the negotiation, then shift your attention to your aspiration price, the outcome you actually want. People who keep their attention on their target claim more than people who keep thinking about their floor.

Why It Works

The number you focus on acts as an anchor, a reference point that pulls everything near it. Here, the pull does not come from the other side’s number. It comes from your own. Focus on your reservation price, and your offers move toward it. Focus on your aspiration price, and your offers move higher. Same skill, same deal on the table. The only thing that changed is the number you are holding in your mind.

Your BATNA works the same way. A weak BATNA means the reservation price is likely to be low as well. Hold it in mind, and it anchors you down, just as the floor does. This leads to a surprising result. A weak BATNA can be worse than no BATNA at all. In the latter case, with nothing to fall back on, you have no low number weighing your first offer down. The person with a poor alternative often opens timidly. The person with no backup has no anchor pulling the offer down, so it floats up.

The solution is simple. Focus on your aspiration price rather than your reservation price or BATNA.

How to Use It in a Smart Way

Your reservation price and your aspiration price pull in opposite directions. Treat them that way.

Set your floor, then put it away. Work out your reservation price before you start. That is the lowest you will accept before walking away. Then stop looking at it. It tells you when to walk, nothing more. Checking it mid-negotiation does not protect you; it lowers you.

Decide what you actually want and make it specific. Your aspiration price is the outcome that would please you, not the one you would merely tolerate. Put a specific number on it and keep it in front of you.

Let’s say you are quoting for a client project. Comparable work in your market runs around $3,800. The least you would take is $2,750. Fix on $2,750 and you anchor your own quote low before the client provides a budget. Fix on $4,200 and your number rises with it.

Judge the final deal against your floor, not your target. After you close, you will compare what you got to what you wanted. By that measure, even a strong deal can feel like a loss. So, at this point, change the comparison. Look back at your reservation price after you have reached a deal. Against that floor, a target-driven deal looks like what it is: a win.

What to Avoid

•Fixating on the reservation price or BATNA. Your floor and your alternative protect you. But constantly thinking about them can also pull your offers down. So, knowing them is preparation, but focusing on them throughout the negotiation can become self-sabotaging.

•Setting an unrealistic aspiration price. Your target should stretch you, but it should still be within the range the other side might accept. If your target is beyond their true limit, holding too tightly on to it can create deadlock and destroy a workable deal.

Bottom Line

Whatever number holds your attention is the number you move toward. Set your floor, then stop fixating on it. Set your target and keep it in mind throughout the negotiation.
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Set Your First Offer Before Your BATNAs Pull You Down

You finally have options. After weeks of searching, you have three job offers instead of one, and you feel powerful. You sit down to negotiate the bonus, certain that all this leverage will pay off. Then you ask for less than you would have asked for with only one offer, and you never notice it happening.

This is the strange part. More alternatives should make you bolder. Instead, they quietly pull your ambition down.

Why It Happens

The reason is the way your mind compares numbers. When you place several options side by side, the weaker ones make your best one look generous. An offer of $86,600 feels high when you set it next to $84,400 and $84,800. The same $86,600 feels merely fine when it stands alone. That contrast distorts how you see the negotiation. You start to believe your own walk-away point sits lower than it really is. You also assume the other side will not pay much. Your perceived bargaining zone, the gap between what you would accept and what you think they will give, shrinks and slides downward.

Your first offer follows that distorted picture. You aim for the middle of a zone that has quietly moved against you. So, you ask for less. And since the opening number shapes the final deal, you walk away with less too.

It is worth being clear about what is not happening here. You do not ask for less because demanding more feels unfair, because you are trying to save face, because the extra offers made you more sure of the item’s worth, or even because you assume the other side is more powerful. None of those explain it. The sole cause is the distorted zone.

The cruel twist is that you feel more powerful the whole time. The sense of leverage is real. The advantage is not. You can walk in with multiple offers, feel stronger than the person with one and, as some research shows, still claim about a quarter less.

It would be easy to assume the extra offers hurt because they are likely to be worse on average, dragging down what you had to work with. That is not what happens. Picture two sellers. One holds a single offer of $86,600. The other holds that same $86,600 plus three weaker ones. Their best option is identical. The two sellers should not behave any differently. Yet, the seller with the extra weak offers asks for less. The lesser options change nothing about what you could actually walk away from, and they still pull your demand down.

How to Use It in a Smart Way

The solution is not to throw away your options. It is to stop letting them determine your offer.

Decide your offer before reviewing your alternatives. Set your opening number from your goal and the market, not from the pile of offers in front of you. Selling a used motorbike with comparable listings near $8,300? Decide you will open at $8,900 because that is what the market supports. Do this first. Only then look at your back-up offers, and treat them as a safety net, not a calculator.

If you have several BATNAs, focus on the other side rather than your own alternatives. The distortion strikes hardest when you build your offer straight from your own alternatives. If the other side has already named a number, or you can learn what they usually pay, let that shape your offer instead. A recruiter mentions the fact that past bonuses averaged $10,000. Work from that, not from the two other offers in your inbox.

Judge your offer in words, not just numbers. Before you commit, ask yourself whether the number is “ambitious,” “fair,” or “soft,” not just whether it is high or low compared to your other offers. Naming the offer in plain language breaks the spell the numbers cast. A figure that looked aggressive next to your weaker options often turns out to be timid.

Keep your best alternative genuinely strong. The downward pull can be overcome, but only by force. If your best alternative is far better than the rest, its real strength wins out and lifts your offer back up. A weak best alternative surrounded by weaker ones is where the damage runs deepest.

What to Avoid

Reviewing all your alternatives before negotiating may feel careful and responsible. But it can make the problem worse.

Do not assume that willpower alone will protect you. Telling yourself to “focus only on your best alternative and ignore the rest” does not work. In research studies, people



Bottom Line
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