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About the Book

Whether you need to ask for a raise at work, request a better hotel room while you’re on holiday, or even debate with your stubborn teenager at home, you can learn effective and powerful negotiation skills to help you get the best deal every time.

In this fully revised and updated fourth edition of the worldwide success Everything is Negotiable, expert negotiator Gavin Kennedy walks you through all the techniques and tricks you need to get the best deal in any situation. With chapters on such subjects as making your offer count, dealing with intimidation and getting it in writing, as well as self-assessment tests to help chart your progress, Everything is Negotiable is a one-stop shop for anyone who wants to improve their negotiation skills. Superbly practical and insightful, this essential guide will make sure you come out top in any negotiation.


About the Author

Gavin Kennedy has written many books on negotiating, and is the managing director of Negotiate Ltd.
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For Patricia


Preface

The first edition of Everything is Negotiable originated in my ‘at the bargaining table’ seminars for senior sales negotiators in the mainframe computer business through 1980-82.

Senior computer sales personnel were not an easy bunch to keep attentive. Many were already on £100,000 plus a year (one guy earned more than his MD!), mostly from selling expensive mainframe equipment and accessories to large private client firms and public sector organisations.

Those early attendees were part-time cynics to the last man about training – ‘more time wasting’ was the least offensive of what they would tell me as I greeted them at the door (most thanked me more kindly on the way out).

Women in top-scale computer sales were rare in those days, but when they began to turn up in numbers from the late 80s, they were more determined than their male colleagues, and regarded training as a weapon to overtake their male (and their female) rivals.

Learning quickly, as you do, I got them talking by handing out a few written questions and asking people randomly around the room what they would do in this or that situation, or what they thought of this or that piece of ‘wisdom’ about sales negotiation. In an hour or two, there was no time for much else.

Attendees kept asking for copies of the questions, which got me thinking. Why not reach a larger market still by presenting the questions in book form? In 1981, my ‘at the bargaining table’ seminar formed the basis of the manuscript for Everything is Negotiable, which I submitted to Century Hutchinson’s enthusiastic commissioning editor, Vivien James. When Random House bought Business Books in 1982, it kept Everything is Negotiable on its list (thank you ‘Mr Random’) and it has gone through a second (1989), third (1997), and now a fourth edition.

But not everybody was enthusiastic about Everything is Negotiable in 1982. One reviewer in one business magazine predicted unkindly that it would be remaindered within months, a fate, happily, that did not come to pass! Random House brought out a paperback edition under its Arrow imprint and it has gone on from strength to strength.

Sadly, for him, the reviewer’s own magazine was itself remaindered before Everything is Negotiable reached its second edition, and I thank the tens of thousands of professional negotiators who purchased Everything is Negotiable for proving that one bad reviewer did not a prediction make.

For this fourth edition, I have reviewed everything in the previous three editions, plus adding selected new material from my negotiating experiences through 1972 to 2007 for many modest and major clients. I have also simplified the content by returning to the practical style of the first two editions, saying goodbye to the ‘donkey sheep, fox and owl’ attributes, and to a few other well-loved characters too.

As always, you are invited to contact me with questions about the content of Everything is Negotiable via email (gavin@negweb.com). I shall endeavour to reply within a few days, if I’m not too busy deal making.

Over the years, Everything is Negotiable generated many clients for Negotiate Ltd (now managed by Florence Kennedy). It is gratifying that these enquiries often came from readers, whose managers had given them a copy of Everything is Negotiable many years ago and, now that they were the bosses, wanted their own team introduced to the approach.

It is a fact, not an affected sense of public modesty, that I acknowledge that my writing has always been more than a solo effort. Clients provided me with many opportunities to work on their negotiating problems, some of which (heavily disguised) I draw upon.

My colleagues in Negotiate – now more numerous than in the early days – have also provided insights and corroboration of much of my thinking, from their extensive experiences, of what follows here, including from colleagues who, since the fall of communism, work today in countries developing negotiating skills training and consultancy in their new market economies.

So, my thanks to Simon Gardner, Robert Hartnett, Steve Hill, Ian Tait, Søren Hilligsøe, Charles Jack, Trefor and Tina Jones, Jonathan Sims, Jack Quinlan, Colin and Judy Rose, Radu Ionescu, John Horton, Witek Rychlowski, Roy Web, and, of course, Florence Kennedy.

Everything is Negotiable speaks the ‘language of the deal’ as it is spoken by working negotiators the world over.

The author’s lot would be tough indeed if it was not for the patience and support of the family, and mine is no exception. Everything is Negotiable, as ever, is dedicated – as I am – to Patricia.

Gavin Kennedy

www.negotiate.co.uk

gavin@negweb.com


1 On elusive rabbits

or how to benchmark yourself

THE FIRST LINE of the recipe for rabbit stew is: ‘First catch a rabbit’.

There isn’t much point in doing much else until you have caught one.

Only we economists can assume that we have caught one (sorry, an old joke about economists). And catching an elusive rabbit is only the first thing you have do before you get your dinner.

But, first, an apology to my vegetarian friends who might be ‘offended’ by the thought of rabbit stew; you may be reassured this is merely a convenient analogy for the opening punch line. If you like, the first line in the recipe for carrot soup is to ‘first gather some carrots’; a much easier task than catching rabbits, but a less dramatic way of making a point (apologies to all ‘carrotarians’).

So, before you begin a remedial class to improve your negotiating skills you should benchmark yourself. I find it only takes a one-sentence test to sort out those negotiators with good intentions from those who are ready to face reality before they do something about it.

You might pass the test with flying colours (congratulations!) but don’t think that a (lucky?) success absolves you from what follows because it most certainly doesn’t!

In the self-assessment tests throughout Everything is Negotiable, your instant response, rather than your considered, thought about response, counts most in a learning programme because when you are face to face with a determined negotiator your instant responses are closer to what you actually do when negotiating and therefore are revealing.

Commenting on a football match is a lot easier than playing in it; the commentator can see where other players are, but the player accelerating towards goal can only see a few feet in front and might miss passing to a better-placed colleague with a virtual ‘open goal’ ahead but with no ball to kick into it.

You can be sure that any lessons learned here will stick more than you pretending that you have the leisure time to think carefully before you speak and give a considered judgement. It’s not me you have to impress; it’s yourself you have to test.

So no beating about the bush, as we say. Take the test, now, and quickly.

Self-assessment test 1

Read the following sentence and choose instantly whether you think it is true or false:

1. ‘Faced with a difficult opponent, it is better to concede something of little value in order to create goodwill.’

a) True?

b) False?

Over the years perhaps 30,000 negotiators from all walks of life, in many different countries, varying cultures and languages, and with varying degrees of commitment to learning who attended our workshops have tackled this question. Overwhelmingly 96 per cent of them have answered it the same way.

The near unanimity even extends to people who have attended other people’s negotiating skills programmes, one or two known for their expensive fees, which in this test suggests they were not listening properly if at all, or that their tutors were better at selling their courses than teaching good negotiating skills. Beware: all that glitters is not gold. (If after paying over the odds for another negotiating course, you choose the wrong answer you should demand your money back!)

First let me say something about learning and how we all did it best at least once in our lives.

As children, we learned by correcting our errors and confusions. That’s how we learned to walk and talk. We tried to stand up and fell down as many times as it took to do it right as our muscles grew stronger. We spoke gibberish at first until we learned to make word sounds, first for nouns, later with verbs and adjectives.

Adults assisted us to stand up and they corrected our gibberish. Just as when we were learning to ride a bike, we used the assistance of stabilising side-wheels until they were detached and we rode on our own (and we never forget how to do so, no matter how long it is since our last ride). This, therefore, is not a contest between you and me. The self-assessment tests are aids to learning; not an attempt to humiliate you (perish the thought). They provide a useful and enjoyable way to get you thinking about how you negotiate at present and, as I cannot tailor-make each and every lesson to suit each and every individual, I have to use the ‘party punch’ technique of hitting every target simultaneously.

So how did you get on with the statement: true or false?

In my view the statement is false.

As most respondents mark the question as ‘true’, it is not uncommon for an outbreak of denial at hearing my verdict. However, few insist that their ‘true’ choice is correct for long, once they realise the implications of how their attitudes guide the instant decision behind their choice. The one or two who forever will believe their choice was valid are beyond assistance, and their fate awaits them in the real world of the deal. May they never be in charge of your pension fund!

Hence, my first point in correcting errors and confusion about negotiation: your attitudes drive most of your negotiating behaviours. In the two-way interaction common to negotiating you make fairly rapid choices under pressure. If from within your many, often conflicting, attitudes you select from those that include errors and confusion you will behave less appropriately than you would once you expose them to the robust reviews outlined in Everything is Negotiable.

That is why self-assessment test 1 is the first litmus test of your understanding of negotiation.

Let’s examine the attitudinal errors in your choice of ‘true’. (Those few who answered ‘false’ need not feel smug just yet; read on because you might realise it was just a good guess.)

Here’s the statement again:

‘Faced with a difficult opponent, it is better to concede something of little value in order to create goodwill.’

In my view it contains five attitudinal errors:

1 ‘Faced with a difficult opponent’

What did this statement prompt in your mind? We have all dealt with the occasional person whom a veritable saint would describe as ‘difficult’ and several of whom we would never tire of kicking!

They could be aggressive, irritating, loud, threatening and generally tiresome. They could be interrupting, demanding everything for themselves and nothing for you, and rejecting everything you propose, and worse, keep changing the subject.

Add the word ‘opponent’ to ‘difficult’ and your attitude shifts up a gear. This is the last time I shall refer to ‘opponent’ because in the context of negotiation it triggers the wrong attitudes. We do not negotiate with ‘opponents’ – though we may oppose what they want.

We negotiate with partners to obtain the joint decision we seek because we need their co-operation to find the best deal for both of us. If each of us only thinks of the best deal for ourselves it’s going to be a long fight to no solution, unless we both change our attitudes. So we might as well start off in a more appropriate frame of mind.

In sporting contests we have opponents because there is only going to be one winner. In football, the team that scores the most goals wins; in tennis it’s the most points; and in golf (perversely, of course) it’s the fewest strokes taken to complete 18 holes. Winners are unambiguous.

But in negotiation it’s different. If both parties volunteer to agree to a solution this means that both ‘win’ because they both gain something which is seldom the solution they first tried for.

If they do not agree they can always say ‘no’. It is not a contest to see who wins and who loses – they both win if they both say ‘yes’, and neither wins if one, or both of them, says ‘no’.

2 ‘it is better’

But better than what? ‘Better’ is a comparative, hence you should be wary when what it is better than is not stated. In the litmus statement it is certainly not better than the alternative.

3 ‘to concede’

Oh dear. Negotiators do not concede; they trade.

Ignore the rhetoric of negotiators trying to intimidate you into conceding. That is the language of compulsive givers-in. It is a pernicious error that misleads you into forgetting to trade for what you want. You should never ‘concede’ (please wash your mouth out) anything without getting something in return.

Never give an inch (or even a millimetre) – trade it!

4 ‘something of little value’

To whom is your free gift concession of little value? To you or the other guy?

The difference is critical. If it is of little value to you, it is still important to consider how much it is worth to the other guy. What is of little value to you may be of greater value to him. Don’t be overly self-centred, thinking only of yourself.

If it’s worth something to the other guy it may be the only thing you have to trade; throw it away and you have nothing left to trade, and it may cost you more to get an agreement. Negotiation is about exchanging.

5 ‘in order to create goodwill’

I admire your sense of wanting to create goodwill, but please be careful. Just because you concede something does not mean you will generate their goodwill towards you. That’s not how difficult people think. Bullies thrive on you giving them what they want for nothing. Not to understand this is a sign of monumental confusion.

Reward difficult behaviour and you invite them to find out just how generous you might be if they push harder. Think of why they are ‘difficult’ in the first place. Tantrum behaviours produce rapid surrenders (every child learns this very quickly from its parents; especially from its grandparents).

Goodwill is best generated from the deals you do that give both of you some of what you both want for trading something that the other wants. That’s why I define negotiation as:

The process by which we obtain what we want

from someone who wants something from us.

Now reflect on your choice in the self-assessment test. Throughout the book a new self-assessment test awaits you at the start of each chapter. Tackle each one on the same basis: choose quickly and mark your choice. Let your attitudes guide your response. It’s your attitudes that you have to get to know about because they guide your instant responses and behaviour in the real world. At the end of the chapter there are comments on the self-assessment test, explaining the potential benefits and pitfalls of the various answers.

Where your attitudes lead to a ‘wrong’ choice you ought to know about why they may be misleading you (in my view); if you still consider that your choice was ‘right’, fine. I don’t know everything and I may not have considered the reasons for your responses in all cases. The main thing is for you to be challenged and for you to think it over.

Yes, you’re going to get to know a lot about yourself before you complete the last self-assessment test and that alone might make you a better negotiator.


Self-assessment test 2

1 I have a lot of experience of negotiation. For you, is this:

a) True?

b) False?

c) Not sure?

2 A negotiator is only interested in winning. Is this:

a) True?

b) False?

c) Not sure?




2 In praise of cabbage

or why you lost your self-centred determination

YOU STARTED NEGOTIATING for yourself in a kitchen, not a boardroom. At home you negotiated before graduating to the school playground to face that most ruthless of challenges - other children! You learned there to take command of your destiny or to let others decide it for you, sometimes failing at both.

So, long before you got into business you were trying to get what you wanted while still in nappies (diapers). What was your crying about if not an offer of a deal: ‘If you feed me, or dry me, then I’ll stop crying and smile too.’

You soon learned to get much cleverer at negotiating and your demands got more sophisticated. You also chose more carefully your negotiating partners: which adult regularly gave you what you wanted? Your selectivity reached degrees of subtlety that direct-marketing professionals appreciate (except with their own children). Most of this you learned before you were four years old.

You learned that the best time to approach somebody for whatever you wanted was just before the TV ball game or TV soap started. Adults and babysitter siblings would do much more for you at that moment if it quietened or got rid of you, than after their favourite programmes had started. But they would likely react negatively if you interrupted their attention to visitors by ill-timed demands.

You learned that grandparents were usually the most indulgent when it came to meeting your demands and you quickly learned how much steeper to make them. You learned to choose the right moment to get round one adult rather than the other. You also learned how to wheedle what you wanted out of one adult when they were at ‘war’ with the other, particularly if you could hint with a smile or a cuddle that you were on their side.



Meet the world’s winning negotiators

Kids



	Know what they want

	Know how to get it (they suss out their parents long before they can read)

	Are utterly ruthless about getting what they want

	Have no shame, no remorse and no guilt

	Show no ‘milk of human kindness’ if it gets them what they want

	Believe their parents are ‘bottomless pits’ for goodies

	Never think of their future





Parents



	Inconsistently give in/don’t give in to their children

	Give in to each other

	Feel responsible

	Suffer remorse

	Feel guilty (act guilty!)

	Become fountains of human kindness

	Are bottomless pits of most things

	Worry about their future

	Are experts at bringing up other parents’ children





Result?

Kids ‘win’ more often than they ‘lose’



Consider an everyday negotiation between Anna and her three-year-old daughter:

Samantha was not eating the cabbage on her dinner plate because, she insisted, she was ‘full’. Now, Anna quite rightly considered the cabbage was an essential part of Samantha’s ‘balanced diet’ but she did not want to open a discourse on the ‘role of cabbage in nutrition’ with her.

So she resorted to negotiation, knowing that Samantha adored ice cream. She told Samantha that unless she ate all of her cabbage she would not get any ice cream. Tears formed in Samantha’s eyes; then determination shaped her brow. She refused to eat any cabbage but demanded to get the ice cream. Anna fruitlessly commented on Samantha claiming to be ‘full’ but not so full as to have room for ice cream. Samantha ignored her inconsistency, probably thinking that it was perfectly possible to be too full for cabbage but not too full for ice cream!

Anna tried a new proposal. ‘Right,’ she said, ‘if you are a very good girl and eat four spoonfuls of cabbage, then you can have some ice cream.’ Samantha shook her head and pushed the plate of cabbage away.

Anna decided it would be a good idea to get the ice cream out of the fridge to tempt Samantha if she ate the cabbage. ‘OK,’ she said, observing that Samantha was ignoring the cabbage and the ice cream, ‘Let’s make it two spoonfuls …?’

Nothing happened. Anna pushed Samantha’s plate with the cabbage back in front of her and said: ‘One spoonful and then you can have as much ice cream as you can eat!’

Samantha then made a non-verbal reply. She covered her eyes with her hands, steadfastly refusing to look at her plate. ‘Damn it Samantha,’ exclaimed Anna. ‘Just look at the cabbage and you can have some ice cream!’

What do you think of Anna’s and Samantha’s negotiation tactics? Who ‘won’?

Samantha got what she wanted, ignorant of the despair she caused her mother about her ‘unbalanced’ diet. Samantha was resolute in pursuit of her interests, and Anna could have escalated the stakes by banning all ice cream, chocolate and fizzy drinks. She would ‘win’ for a couple of years until Samantha went to school and exercised choice in the school’s canteen. I’m told by a friend who runs the catering services for a large public authority in Scotland that the biggest buyers of the ‘wrong’ products are the kids from ‘nice’ homes where they are all banned.

That same ruthless determination to get your interests met is usually lost by the time you become an adult. Something happens in between. Most go from the total selfishness of their childhood to the utterly submissive adult who ‘gives’ rather than ‘takes’. From winning your way in the ‘cabbage’ wars, you end up swallowing far too much of the ‘cabbage’ anytime anybody gets in your way of you getting what you want.

What happened? Well, for a start Samantha was able to exercise her selfish take-all tactic on her mother only because her mother loved her dearly and was susceptible to emotional blackmail. But out in the big world, starting in nursery school and on through to high school, she would meet an entirely different species known as ‘other people’.

Most would not indulge her tantrum tactics at all and any friends she made would soon tire of them. She and most others graduate from the great school of ‘self command’ with varying proclivities for mixtures of selfishness and submission and behave accordingly for the rest of their lives.

By the time Samantha reaches her teen years her negotiating style will be evident. What is teenage courtship but an experiment in serial negotiating? Some make disastrous choices, from which most but not all will recover. Most just make choices, some of which give way to what they believe are better choices. That’s life.

The rituals shift from when you negotiate with doting adults to when you negotiate with other teenagers, not so disposed to you and your wants, and some not disposed at all. Some might come to ‘love you’, and they might, just as abruptly, dump you for someone else. It was ever thus. The turmoil this caused you may just be a memory now. At the time it tested your resolve.

Somewhere in these courtship negotiations, two things happened to you:

First, you lost the self-will of the child negotiator. You learned to modify your demands to achieve instant gratification from what you wanted. You learned to take account of the wants of others.

Second, you learned to negotiate with yourself. Now this is where your inbuilt proclivity for crumbling started. It’s this behaviour you must learn to correct. You have to get back to negotiating with others, not yourself.

If you couldn’t get what you wanted, you settled for what you could get. You self-selected yourself into lowering your sights, and when the one you’re with is not the one you wanted you soon discover its true cost. Life is neither all ice cream nor all cabbage. One goes with the other. What you conceive as ‘ice cream’ may be ‘cabbage’ to the other negotiator.

The art of negotiation is to achieve a balance between ice cream and cabbage, because his ice cream is what you have in cabbage. He values your cabbage more than he values what he has to give up to you to get it.

The art of the deal, says Donald Trump, is to find out what the other party wants, because if you have it, ‘you’ve gotta deal’ (should you want one).

Your aim, as an adult, is not to ‘win’, but to succeed. You cannot lose by succeeding and neither will they, because the deal you both agree to means you both succeed. Remember, in negotiating we obtain what we want from somebody else who wants something from us.

Everything is Negotiable revives the determination parts of your lost negotiating prowess as you became an adult in a world of other adults and channelling you towards what negotiating adults practise. It’s not ‘win’ or ‘surrender’; it’s about getting what you want by trading with them for some of what they want!


Comments on self-assessment test 2

1 I have a lot of experience of negotiation. For you, is this:

a) True? Correct, assuming you are more than a few days old. You have negotiated all of your conscious life, mostly without thinking about it.

b) False? You may be confusing your shortage of professional negotiating experience, say in your new job, with your total experience of negotiation since you were a child. Think about it. You negotiate more often than you apparently imagine.

c) Not sure? If you are aware enough to be unsure of your negotiating experience you must try harder to understand what you do without thinking. Have you never swapped a comic for a badge; a doll’s dress for a pair of a doll’s long-sleeved gloves?

2 A negotiator is only interested in winning. Is this:

a) True? No. It’s not a good idea to be interested only in winning, which is not to say you should only be interested in losing. We haven’t discussed yet what we mean by ‘winning’.

b) False? Yes, if you are only interested in ‘winning’, you will miss deals you could have made. Far better and wiser for you to be only interested in succeeding.

c) Not sure? Typical of the ‘it all depends’ school of careful plodders, but on this occasion it is not quite right. See a).




Self-assessment test 3

1 You want to sell your yacht and you know you would be very fortunate to get more than £300,000 for it. While you are considering placing an advertisement, a keen yachtsman approaches you and offers £330,000 in cash immediately for your boat. Do you:

a) Accept without further ado?

b) Tell him to wait until the boat is advertised?

c) Haggle (dicker)?

2 You are in the market for a yacht and have taken a fancy to the Isobel, which is advertised at £355,000. The most that you can raise is £333,000. You meet the owner in the boathouse and casually tell of your interest. You mention that you could raise £333,000. He agrees to sell you the Isobel for that amount. Is this:

a) An offer you cannot refuse?

b) A lousy situation?

c) An occasion to celebrate your bargain?




3 The worst thing you can do to a negotiator

or how to avoid a ‘bargain’

WHAT IS THE worst thing you can do to a negotiator?

Negotiators often tell me versions of:

‘Insult him.’

‘Annoy her.’

‘Go over her head to her boss.’

‘Make him look stupid.’

All these behaviours are to be avoided; however, none of them is the worst thing you can do to a negotiator.

The worst thing you can do is accept his first offer!

Why is it so bad to accept a negotiator’s first offer, especially if it is one of those offers which is ‘too good to refuse’?

Junior sales people are most given to thoughtlessly dancing to the ‘offer-I-could-not-refuse’ tune. Partly, it is the fault of their sales training that turns them into ‘order-takers’. ‘The order, any order, and nothing but the order’ is drummed into them by trainers (long off the road) who forget to beat the drum as loudly about the more important message of profitability. Graduates of these sales training programmes end up like computer-programmed football players who only know about scoring goals – including own goals! – because the programmer forgot to distinguish between them.

Partly, also, junior sales people make the cardinal mistake of first-offer-acceptance as a result of their lack of experience. Euphoria is always generated when a difficult task is accomplished (selling is seldom ‘easy’), and those of you who have been ‘baptised’ in cold-canvass selling will know how difficult it can be to get that first order from a prospective customer.

It is the euphoria (or the relief) that somebody wants to buy that leads junior sales people to say ‘Yes’ to the first offer. They sign, grab it and run. This is why women often make the best negotiators – they learn at their mother’s knee never to accept a man’s first offer.

If this proclivity to first-offer-acceptance were confined to the inexperienced it would be a minor problem and self-correcting as time goes by. Sales people gain experience – if they can’t or don’t, they find another career – and their experience teaches them always to challenge a negotiator’s first offer.

Amazingly, first-offer-acceptance is widespread among negotiators, many of them quite senior and with considerable experience (mainly serial repetition of their first time). This presents you with an opportunity to raise your game because you are bound to find yourself in the near future on the receiving end of a first-offer-acceptance challenge and, perhaps, may be tempted to accept it, or worse, suffer from someone accepting your first offer.

Let me illustrate the traumas of first-offer-acceptance to a friend of mine living in the west of Scotland, where we have many fine yacht clubs, patronised by a fair cross-section of the community. As with everything in life, there are various layers of affluence among the owners of the most expensive boats and the more modest dinghies, but there is also a fair amount of classless camaraderie.

The size and capacity of a boat helps in those circles to distinguish its owner’s social position – such foibles are our ruin but few escape them, which explains why somebody described boating as a hole in the sea into which the owner pours money. Some people buy boats for the sheer pleasure of sailing, which in the west of Scotland tends to produce experts in handling boats in force 8 gales, whereas in Bermuda or the Mediterranean it is about getting a sun tan. Indeed, in St Tropez, in France, people pay thousands of dollars to hire a boat for a few days with absolutely no intention of leaving harbour – hirers of the most expensive boats sit on deck sipping champagne, and watch the crowds on the quayside watching them sitting on deck sipping champagne.



Watch Those First Offers

An impatient wholesale watch-seller, having experience of negotiating with his country retail clients, decided to side-step the higgling, haggling and dickering and to get straight to a price at which he and the buyer had settled last time.

He tried out his plan on his first call right off the state highway, up in the Catskills. ‘Let us save ourselves a lot of time and sweat,’ he told the owner, ‘and cut out the ritual dicker between my high price and your low one.’

The buyer looked suspicious but said nothing. The seller took this for agreement and continued. ‘OK,’ he said, ‘I’ll give you my absolute best price – no kidding, no padding, and you tell me how many watches you want at that price. Then we can settle up and go fishing together this sunny afternoon.’

He opened with his best price, much lower than they had settled for last time. The price was good enough to warm the buyer slightly. But he said nothing.

‘How many watches do you want at my best price?,’ he asked the watch buyer.

‘None,’ replied the buyer. ‘None?’ queried the seller. ‘That price is better than last year’s and it’s my absolutely best price. So how many do you want?’

‘You must think we country folk are stupid or something,’ replied the buyer. ‘I learned long ago that any city slicker who tells you he is opening with his absolutely best price still has some ways to go before he reaches his absolute bottom price, and even when we get to that price I might just tell you I don’t want any watches at all.’

They haggled all afternoon and long after the sun went down the seller’s absolutely bottom price wouldn’t cover his gasoline for the sales trip.

This taught him that country folk never accept a city slicker’s (or anybody else’s) first offer; so in future he made them happy by giving them haggling room.



The owners of the boats are obviously meeting some deeply-felt tribal need among their customers so are not ashamed to charge outrageously for it.

Back in Scotland a modestly affluent Glasgow solicitor (Angus McTavish) was looking for a bigger boat and took a fancy to one listed for sale in his club’s newsletter, which belonged to the commodore (equivalent to a golf club’s captain). According to the newsletter, the commodore, another Glasgow solicitor, wanted £353,000 for his boat, the Isobel. He too wanted a bigger boat, being far more affluent than Angus.

The most that Angus could put together to purchase the commodore’s boat was about £335,000, mostly composed of the price he had got when he sold his small boat last month and some cash he had in the bank. He was in the club one day and got into conversation with the commodore. The subject of bigger boats came up and he expressed his interest in the commodore’s boat. The commodore said he would be delighted to sell his boat to Angus, he ‘and Anne being such good club members’.

Angus hesitated but decided to come clean. ‘The absolute most I could offer for your boat is £333,000 [he held back a little on his top price], but I don’t suppose you would take that for it?’

He was stunned when the commodore replied: ‘OK, Angus, I’ll sell you my boat for £333,000.’ They shook hands on the deal (in Scotland verbal agreements are binding).

Within minutes he had his doubts about the deal. In fact, he felt slightly sick about the whole business. Instead of rushing off to tell Anne, his wife (she being a keen sailor too), of the good news about acquiring the commodore’s Isobel, he wondered whether he had done the right thing.

What would Anne say (she too was a solicitor) when she heard he had bought a £353,000 boat for only £333,000. She was bound to ask how long the negotiation had taken and what concessions each had made to get a deal. If he told her it had taken 15 seconds to shake hands on the deal, she was bound to be sceptical about either the real price he had paid or about the Isobel’s condition.

Indeed, Angus could think of all the defects in the Isobel – nothing serious, they had sailed in it many times – and he began to worry about any blemishes he did not know about. Before the deal he was prepared to ignore the blemishes, even excuse them; after the 15-second deal they loomed before him. Most of all, the commodore’s acceptance of his first offer depressed him no end. Instead of a bargain he wondered if he had bought a lemon.

How would Anne feel about what he had done, or rather what the commodore had done to him? She would hardly be impressed with Angus. Her mother’s fears would have been realised – behind every successful man stands a surprised mother-in-law.

For Angus the years of worry were just beginning. Next to a house, boats were major expenses of living in his social world. Should he have opened at £320,000 or, why not, £300,000? And not knowing haunted him.

What had the commodore done to Angus by accepting his first offer?

He had certainly made him miserable. Instead of a great bargain he had made it a doubtful deal. He had undermined Angus’s self-confidence as a negotiator. He had also done the same to himself. He would never know if Angus had a better price to offer. By treating Angus with respect he could have made both of them happy even if he had ended up with the price of £333,000 that he had accepted, or Angus had to pay more than he had first offered.

How could the commodore achieve the remarkable situation of a deal on worse money terms than the fifteen-second deal he had agreed in the club?

Think of what would have happened if the commodore had haggled with Angus over his first offer of £333,000. How he haggles is not the point here, only that he haggles in some way. Suppose after due time haggling, he gets Angus to raise his offer from £333,000 to £335,000, or even higher by forcing Angus to borrow a bit from his mother-in-law? If they settled at a higher price than the first offer, will Angus be happier?

Yes! He would rush home to tell his wife of his ‘brilliant’ negotiation – he had bought the Isobel for ‘only £335,000; an absolute snip at the price’. He would minimise the ‘very minor blemishes’ in the boat (‘normal wear and tear; overall the boat is as sound as a battleship’), and he would promote the family image in owning such a ‘magnificent boat’ – ‘that’s one in the eye for them next door and their holidays in St Tropez!’ Altogether he would be feeling very proud of himself.

So too, would the commodore. He would have negotiated a better price than Angus first offered. He would be £2,000 (perhaps more) better off. His wife would be duly impressed or at least less unimpressed as a result. He would have proved his ability as a negotiator.

All this would remain true even if the deal was at exactly the same price as the original one. How so?

If the commodore had haggled and found he could not get the price up, but had made an effort to bargain (‘cash deposit now and the rest by Friday’, ‘bare boat minus all movables and less the GPS’, say) he would have made Angus work for the deal. And a deal somebody works for is a deal they are happier with. I know, I’ve heard Angus on the subject.

It wasn’t the money terms that were wrong. It was the way they were arrived at. And over 25 years later, when I last saw Angus (he passed away last August), the deal still rankled because he continued to confide in me about the way he bought the Isobel (like a lot of victims of ‘first-offer-acceptance’, he blamed himself). As he sailed the Isobel to the end, I suspect he overcame his reservations, eventually.

Negotiators expect to negotiate. They feel cheated if somebody does not recognise this. A first offer accepted without a haggle undermines their confidence in both the deal and themselves.

If the first offer is acceptable, what other offer might have been accepted if it had been tried first?


Comments on self-assessment test 3

1 You want to sell your yacht and you know you would be very fortunate to get more than £300,000 for it. While you are considering placing an advertisement, a keen yachtsman approaches you and offers you £330,000 in cash immediately for your boat. Do you:

a) Accept without further ado? No. You are thinking only of the profit over your beliefs about the boat’s worth. The worth of something for sale is decided by the market, not the individual selling it; buyers decide the final selling price. You are not thinking of the problems of accepting the first offer. Always challenge first offers.

b) Tell him to wait until the boat is advertised? No. How crazy can you get? His offer is already more than you were asking for and sending him out of your sight is foolhardy. He might see another boat and buy that one instead. True, you might get a better offer from elsewhere, but then you might not.

c) Haggle (dicker)? Yes. How you haggle is less important than the fact that you haggle in some way. Qualify your offer to sell with reservations about the equipment on board, or the sails, or that quarter’s mooring charges, or when the handover date is set (‘we’re competing in the Isle Of Mull race next month and wish to sail it in this class,’ or whatever. Make him work for your early acceptance of his low price. Haggling in some way is your best option. This does not mean you take too long about it. You could try to test the buyer’s price to see if he might raise it. It’s the effort that counts, not the outcome.

2 You are in the market for a yacht and have taken a fancy to the Isobel, which is advertised at £355,000. The most that you can raise is £333,000. You meet the owner in the boathouse and casually tell of your interest. You mention that you could raise £333,000. He agrees to sell you the Isobel for that amount. Is this:

a) An offer you cannot refuse? Incorrect; it makes you an impetuous, not a thoughtful, negotiator.

b) A lousy situation? Yes. What lower price might he have accepted? What’s wrong with the Isobel that he drops his price so quickly? You may never know for sure that it was such a good deal, and not knowing may nag away at your future enjoyment. Your immediate problem is explaining it all to your family and partner.

c) An occasion to celebrate your bargain? No. How do you know it’s a bargain? It may well turn out to be a great bargain in the future; it could be nothing but trouble and expense as you try to put right the boat’s not obvious defects, let alone your worrying about them.




Self-assessment test 4

1 You are in a restaurant with a group of friends to celebrate your partner’s birthday. You are ignored by the restaurant staff for over twenty minutes, even though you had booked a reservation and arrived on time. Do you:

a) Complain to a passing waiter about the delay?

b) Find the head waiter and complain to him about the delay?

c) Tell the head waiter that you want a complimentary bottle of wine for your party while they are waiting?

d) Ask to see the owner to complain to her about the delay?

2 You have been working in a sales operation for two years and have found out that some of your colleagues are paid more than you, and one of them has only been there for six months. Do you:

a) Complain to your boss about your treatment and claim that you deserve a pay rise?

b) Tell her how much better you are than the new recruit?

c) Suggest that she outlines the criteria by which she will increase your pay?




4 Why complaining ain’t negotiating

or how not to get the curtains pulled

HAVE YOU EVER been on the wrong end of somebody else’s incompetence or indifference to your needs? Of course you have. People let you down. In fact, the only thing that is certain about some people is that they let you down, incessantly. The divorce courts are full of claims for broken promises, unrealised expectations and unfulfilled dreams.

And not just the divorce courts. Sit in any court for a few hours and watch the litigious in pursuit of retribution for real or imaginary failings on the part of those they were happy to do business with until the roof fell in.

The distribution of short straws is random enough for all of us to get one sooner or later, and not just in business. You can draw them at home, in a restaurant, hotel or bar, at an airline bag-drop, theatre box office, passport control, shop counter, taxi rank or at your local PTA. Anywhere that Joe meets Sally there is a possibility that one or the other, or both, will find cause (real or imaginary) to complain about something the other does, or does not do, that they expected them to do, or not do. (Throw in their in-laws and you can have a real bust-up, especially after a breach of the family ‘cease fire’ at a wedding, funeral or birthday party.)

Don’t just take my word for it! How many hours is it since you last thought you had cause to complain about something or someone? If you answer more than eight you are either of divine origin or you’ve been sleeping (and I bet you dreamt you had a complaint). Complaining is part of human social intercourse.

I am not making a plea for moderation in the habit of complaining – far from it: unless King Canute’s demonstration of the weaker powers of authority in commanding the waves was in vain, we have no call, and no hope, of reversing the tide of human nature. My purpose is quite different. It is to improve the effectiveness of your complaining about the failings of others by giving them an alternative to merely telling you to get stuffed.



Don’t call them, call us instead

A property development company, operating in rapidly changing markets, relied heavily on information about its financial status. This was particularly critical during the first hour of business each day. It needed to know its financial status before moving its funds about.

If its funds had run down overnight, it needed to know before it placed property deals in case it was into borrowing short-term high interest ‘hot’ money to bridge gaps. A firm of this nature going into the market for temporary funds more than a few times a year could start damaging speculation.

However, a problem developed when its finance staff found it increasingly difficult to get through to the local bank on the telephone early in the morning. This caused friction among the bank tellers and the firm’s financial people. Relations grew so bad that pressure mounted to move the firm’s account to another bank on the grounds of the bank’s ‘incompetence’, ‘delays’ and ‘tardy services’. A ‘crisis’ meeting was arranged with the bank, and finance people spent the weekend documenting recent failings of the bank over the past two months, and costing some of the consequential expenses.

On the morning of the meeting the firm’s managing director (a self-made millionaire) rejected the entire approach of his salaried finance people and threw their thick report and supporting data sheets into the waste bin. Instead he asked them what would suit their needs with the current or a new bank. In lieu of an answer, he suggested they ask the bank to ring them each morning at 9.05 am on a dedicated line instead of them ringing the bank fruitlessly.

Later, the bank agreed to the proposal willingly. The proposed solution worked, but had the firm’s financial people gone to the meeting with accusatory ‘guns blazing’ there would have been an avoidable bitter row.



Not all negotiating relationships are sweetness and light. Some get very acrimonious, and not just in industrial or international relations. Commercial deals fall apart when one of the parties believes the other is failing to honour its commitments in some way. Promises are broken, deliveries are not always made on schedule, quality controls fail, performances fall short of
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