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Jeremy Thorn, who has negotiated contracts of supply, purchase and employment around the world, offers some invaluable tips.
We all have to negotiate, at home, at work and even at play.  And although most people I meet acknowledge that their children often make very successful negotiators, by the time we reach adulthood, most of us recognise that many childhood negotiating strategies may not be very effective.  It doesn’t usually serve us well to stamp our feet, scream and burst into tears in a supermarket, until we get the pack of sweets we have just seen on a shelf!

That is of course, until we travel to some countries where cultural expectations are quite different, when ‘impossible’ demands are normal, ‘deadlines’ infinitely flexible and ‘agreed’ deals always open to further negotiation!
But here is a fascinating insight I have gathered from running negotiation and commissioning workshops around the world: very few people, even very experienced negotiators, are formally trained to negotiate.  Within the NHS, this may be especially true, not the least because most people joined the service to help make people well and keep them healthy, not necessarily to acquire better negotiation skills!
These skills are often assumed to be intuitive – but they are not.  So here are some key tips that you may find invaluable.
First - a definition?
Many see ‘negotiating’ as combative, aggressive and often very low in trust – not just in the UK but in many parts of northern Europe.  It just isn’t part of our cultural heritage.  Many of us probably have a deep suspicion that negotiating is somehow about winning an unfair advantage, and that honourable people will make reasonable offers without having to get involved in argument.

But this isn’t true.  We all negotiate every day, with our families, colleagues and others, and of course negotiating in good faith requires at least some degree of trust, respect and integrity between both parties.  Otherwise, we may be tempted to get our retaliation in first, and deals born out of mistrust can inevitably produce very bad deals; or we might just walk away and have no deal at all.  Both may be considered Lose-Lose outcomes.
I define negotiating as:
“The resolution of conflict through the exchange of concessions.”
This may not appear to be a very profound thought to you at first sight, but I think you may find it can be because several important insights follow from this.

First, there is no need to negotiate if there is no conflict.  If you receive an offer and you are delighted with it, that is the end of the matter.  [But see Tip 6 below?  Most people’s initial offer will represent their best hope.  You wouldn’t dream of paying the initial asking price of a second-hand car on a garage forecourt, would you?]

Secondly, both parties must a) want to do a deal <you can’t make someone negotiate!> and b) be empowered to do a deal.  This leads to a very common negotiation tactic – the power of limited authority: such as ‘my boss wouldn’t let me…’  So of course, you must make sure the other side is ready and willing to trade concessions before you start.  Hence Tip 2 below.

Thirdly, it is not a negotiation if one side seeks concessions from you but offers you none!  Collapsing in stages may be called ‘charity’ but it is not a negotiation.  Negotiation requires an exchange of concessions, not a list of inflexible demands.

Finally, this definition demonstrates how important it is to find and explore other ways of doing a deal that may be far more beneficial, by looking for variables and making counter-proposals.  [That is why Tip 8 below is so important!]
Research across the world shows that skilled negotiators consistently achieve substantially better results than those who are less-skilled.  (In a simple exercise I run in a workshop, I regularly see the results vary by as much as 100%.  That’s a really frightening thought, isn’t it?)  It isn’t that the more skilled are ‘cleverer’, and certainly not more devious; they just know many more of the golden rules and how to put them into practice.
Some Key Tips

Here are just ten.
1. Be Prepared!  Plan meticulously.  Knowledge is power, especially in a negotiation.  More deals go wrong because of the lack of preparation than for any other reason.  Before you start, be absolutely sure to separate out your ‘must haves’ from your ‘would likes’ - and don’t confuse them!  Try to find out what the other sides will be, too.  Establish how important a deal is for each party, and how you can build your power base more strongly.  Whom will they field, and whom should you?  And what is their probable opening position likely to be, and what should yours be?



2. Is a deal possible?  Negotiate only when both parties are willing in principle to do a deal and have the authority to do so. This means that both parties must have the power to vary the terms of the agreement.  If one side does not have this authority, the other side should insist on talking to whoever does.  And if a deal is not likely to be possible, consider investing your time better elsewhere?


3. Be brave in seeking concessions from the other side.  If you don't ask, you won't get!  One of the key skills in negotiation is to ask for as much as you can.  And more?  So be ambitious - aim high.
If you don’t ask, you won’t get!  And remember?  You only get one chance to do this and retain goodwill – at the beginning!

4. Get their whole picture before you discuss the detail, so insist on establishing all their demands at the start.  That way, you can prevent them raising new issues later on. So ask: "Is there anything else you want to cover?", before moving on. This does not mean you will have to agree with all their demands, but it will help you to build a better relationship with the other side and help you to avoid personalised and unfruitful argument.  (Note?  Most adults would rather have their point of view understood and acknowledged, rather than just win petty gains.)

5. Clarify the real issues.  Go on - ask them!  Most negotiators will boost their case as much as they can, but not all the points they make will be equally important to them.  Find out which are their real issues (and their 'must haves'), and which are secondary and less important (their ‘would likes’) - or are even manufactured to strengthen their case.


6. Be ready to decline their first demands, and their first offers.  Their first bid has to be their best bid (for them!), just as yours was for your side.  Even if you don't think you have a good case to refuse their first offer, you may well be pleasantly surprised at the other side's willingness to settle for something less than they hoped for in order to win agreement.


7. Keep the whole package of proposals in mind.   That way, where you have to concede on one issue, you can reasonably ask for the other side to concede on others.  So deal across a broad front rather than point-by-point and don’t let your side be ‘salami-sliced’. And note?  The more you give away, for nothing back in exchange, the more the other side is likely to want!


8. So never give something for nothing.  Always seek something back in return, whenever you are asked to concede an issue.  Negotiation is ‘the resolution of conflict by the exchange of concessions’, not gracious collapse!  So keep on looking for new variables to trade.  Along with great questions, ‘variables’ are every negotiators best friend.

You might also note a fascinating piece of research in the USA concerning variables and concessions.  It seems that the side that offers the first concession usually wins the less favourable side of any bargain.  But how then do any deals ever get done, you might ask?  The answer is a magical formula that works wonderfully well.  It goes:

”If you give me <something specific>; I will consider… <something not to specific>”
This formula works so well because it effectively requires the other side to offer the concession.  But do get it the right way round?  Saying: “If I give you abc, will you give me xyz” usually results in the other side taking ‘abc’ without trading ‘xyz’!  (If you have small children, try saying: “If I give you a sweet, will you go to bed”!  Then compare this with: “If you go to bed now, I’ll see if we can go swimming tomorrow”…)

9. Note the 4 ‘Ps’ of great negotiating behaviours.  

Be Positive, Patient, Placid and Planned.  While you need to believe truly in your proposition (be Positive), many deals will take longer than you have thought (so be Patient), and the other side may well try to destabilise you (so stay Placid).  And back to Tip 1? – keep in mind your ‘must haves’ and your ‘would likes’  when doing your Planning.



10. Check that both sides are agreed on what you have eventually agreed.  
If you don't do this, the deal may easily fall apart if there have been any misunderstandings, with a consequent loss of goodwill.  And by the way, always aim to leave the other side feeling they have won a good deal. If they don’t, it may not stick!
I wish you much happy and productive negotiating.
Jeremy Thorn
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Jeremy Thorn is an experienced Leadership Coach and top-team Workshop Facilitator, for a wide range of organisations and institutions in both the public and private sectors.  

He is particularly well-known within the NHS for his work on Top Team development, Practice Based Commissioning and ‘win-win’ Negotiation Skills development, which he suggests might all be intimately related with due care and understanding.

Author of several prize-winning practical business books and a frequent speaker on a wide variety of challenging business topics internationally, Jeremy is the past founding Chairman of a management consultancy and before that, Managing Director of a large international engineering company which was one of the first ever accredited to the Investor In People standard and winner of several National Training Awards.
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