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Negotiation.

From the Latin negotiatus, past participle of 
negotiari (“to carry on business”); from negotium 
(“business”), and nec (“not”) + otium (“leisure, 
ease, inactivity”).

In other words, negotiation is serious business.

I’m often asked to train and coach sales teams, 
or to work with business owners, founders and 
executives, to help with critical negotiations – the 
type of back-and-forth that seals deals, forges 
partnerships or resolves thorny issues.

The foundation of what I teach is good 
communication. Negotiation is just a small slice 
of the communication spectrum, just as sales 
are just a small part of negotiation. All sales are 
negotiations, but not all negotiations are sales. 
Similarly, all negotiations are communication, 
but not all communication is negotiation. To gain 
mastery in negotiation, you also must be a good 
communicator.

No matter which of the following challenges you 
are facing, mastery of good communication and 
negotiation is, ironically, non-negotiable:

• Growing sales 
• Building profitable relationships with 

suppliers 
• Winning back business 
• Resetting a business relationship gone 

bad
• Getting teams and partnerships aligned 

and collaborating effectively or
• Negotiating across cultural differences

The first step toward mastery is understanding 
one of the key drivers of successful negotiation – 
safety.

Safety in negotiation

Think about what makes you comfortable. Soft 
music? A comfy seat? Photos of the family? A 
nice office view?
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In many ways comfort makes you feel safe – and 
a safe person is much more likely to be in the 
right frame of mind to make a major decision. 

Safety plays an important role in negotiation. 
Why do we all negotiate? We negotiate to 
attain a position of safety or to get to a position 
that feels safer. Next, when our status quo 
is threatened, we find ways to negotiate to 
maintain that. Finally, if we’ve somehow over-
exposed ourselves and found ourselves in 
danger we negotiate to regain that safety. 

Of course, safety - and by extension, security - 
means different things to different people, 
whether it’s more money, more success, more 
time, more freedom, more business, or more 
respect.

Here’s how one of my clients describes an 
example of resetting negotiations into a place of 
safety:

“Allan was able to reset a critical supplier 

relationship that had been absent and adversarial 
for a long time. Their negativity stemmed 
from competitive conflicts that occurred over 
a decade earlier, and our repeated efforts to 
re-engage with the supplier were consistently 
rebuffed. Allan was a miracle worker. Within a 
day he had scheduled an on-site meeting for him 
and me to meet with their management team. 
At the meeting, Allan directly addressed the past 
baggage of the relationship and created a safe 
environment for an easy and open discussion. 
Only three weeks later, we have a signed 
contract and are actively moving some key parts 
to them.”

Likewise, an individual who has learned 
negotiation knows how to avoid falling into the 
trap of choosing only between the given options, 
which are often zero-sum. He or she keeps 
looking for a third option, so both parties are 
able to fulfill their long-term goals or purpose 
in a collaborative way. In a business conflict, 
good negotiation leads to mutually beneficial 
solutions. 

“Their negativity stemmed from competitive 
conflicts that occurred over a decade earlier, 

and our repeated efforts to re-engage with the 
supplier were consistently rebuffed.”
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When the other party is clearly presented with 
the benefits of the proposed solution and 
sees a desired outcome, they are willing to go 
through temporary discomfort and take action 
in order to achieve that long-term goal – the 
feeling or position of safety or security.

First, develop strategic and tactical plans

Sun Tzu, the greatest strategist and tactician 
of the ancient world, once said, “Strategy 
without tactics is the slowest route to victory. 
Tactics without strategy is the noise before 
defeat.” In other words, always see the bigger 
picture and know what you really want before 
you begin engaging in negotiation. Victory 
in business comes from crafting a valid and 
relevant long-term strategy that focuses on 
delivering benefits to the other party, resolving 
their pain and giving them the feeling of safety 
that allows them to make critical decisions. 

Next, visualize the negotiation

With a strategy in place, it’s time to consider 
what the negotiation process will look like. 
What does safety mean for you and the 
other side? During this period of discovery, 
consider what mindsets (long-term goals and 
benefits), actions (body language), and words 
(to paint the picture) are needed during the 
negotiation. 

Think about the decision and action you want 
at every step of the negotiation. Create an 
atmosphere where people feel safe. This will 
increase your chances of success. 

Negotiate with the right person at the right 
time

The tips to this point will be ineffective if 
you’re negotiating with the wrong person 
or if the other side is not in a frame of mind 
to negotiate. This is especially important 
in enterprise negotiations, because, unlike 
negotiating with a single individual, you will 
encounter influencers, blockers, and decision-
makers of various kinds.

So you have to know:

• Who makes what decisions?
• Who can or cannot say no?
• Who can or cannot say yes?
• When a decision must be made, by whom, 

and why.

Depending on the negotiation you are in, 
different people have different responsibilities 
and different degrees of power to use the word 
“yes” or “no”. The person who says yes to you 
at one time might actually become your biggest 
adversary and say “no.”

Then uncover and address real problems

To move your negotiation forward, you must be 
dedicated at every turn to solving the problems 
standing in the way of your efforts.

You will need to identify the real problem causing 
pain. You’ll likely identify a number of problems 
during the discovery process, so you have to be 
willing and able to see reality. Inability to see the 
real challenge or issue will result in solving the 
wrong problem, ultimately leading to failure. 

“Strategy without tactics is the 
slowest route to victory. 

Tactics without strategy is the 
noise before defeat.”

~ Sun Tzu 
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“To move your negotiation forward, you must be 
dedicated at every turn to solving the problems 

standing in the way of  your efforts.”
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Most issues are peripheral problems or problems that will be moot once the real problem is 
resolved. There are problems from your side (terms not favorable to you or emotional baggage). 
Then there are problems from the other side, as well as situational problems like a weak economy or 
industry challenges.  To find the real problem, you will need to complete three levels of discovery.

Three levels of Discovery

Level One: Going into a negotiation 
there are things you both see, know 
and are aware of. This is your starting 
point for a negotiation.

Level Two: After discovering what is 
known and/or can be seen, you need 
to find out what the other party can 
see but you cannot – the hidden stuff. 
They may or may not hide it from 
you on purpose. You must uncover 
the hidden stuff by making others 
feel safe enough to share it. Using 
great questions crafted in their world 
(i.e. focused on what is important 
to them) will help them feel calm 
and safe. Having a nurturing tone 
and body language also helps. An 
example of an effective question to 
help uncover hidden problems would 
be, “What’s the biggest challenge 
you face today?”

Level Three: Now that you have 
uncovered what is known and 
hidden, you need to address what 
you see but they do not – their 
blind spots. Your job here is to 
walk the other party through the 
discovery process, so they can see 
and realize blind spots themselves. 
The temptation is to tell them, make 
statements, and state your interest 
or positions. This is actually counter-
productive. The most effective 
method is letting others recognize 
these problems themselves 
through questions. Developing 
tactical questions that will assist in 
discovery takes practice. 
In short, gathering a comprehensive 
understanding of what both you 
and the other side can and cannot 
see, know and do not know, is vital 
to creating and maintaining safety 
in negotiations.
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To help create the right condition during 
discovery, I ask open-ended questions. To help me 
stay focused on that, I refer to the poem “I Keep 
Six Honest Serving Men” by Rudyard Kipling:

I keep six honest serving-men
(They taught me all I knew);
Their names are What and Why and When 
And How and Where and Who.
I send them over land and sea,
I send them east and west;
But after they have worked for me,
I give them all a rest.

The best way to identify the real issues are to ask 
powerful questions that cut to the heart of the 
problems without threatening and probing like 
an interrogator. In fact, one good indicator in 
negotiation that you are addressing and solving 
real problems is that people come away feeling 
safer. 

Negotiator Tip: Of the six “serving men,” the 
two that are the best to lead with are “what” 
and “how.” Unlike “why,” these two are non-
threatening and the least likely to put people 
on the defensive. Seasoned negotiators often 
learn to reframe “why” questions into “how” or 
“what” questions.

6.



Ditching the Baggage

Like the example earlier, it’s important to address 
old baggage – the negative issues of the past. 
Baggage is a symbol of problems. When 
negotiating with a party that has negative biases 
against you/your team/company/product, 
it’s wise to deal with it head on. If this is not 
addressed, your negotiation will stall or die on 
the vine. The other party might “go dark.” 

When there is unresolved and unaddressed 
baggage, it is like being stung by a bee with the 
stinger still pumping toxins into the wound. No 
amount of treating the pain is going to help if 
the stinger is still in. That has to be removed. It is 
called “drawing the sting.”

Listen to build rapport and show respect

Now that you have done your homework, 
prepared for negotiation, and sent out your six 
serving men, it is time to listen as a way to build 
rapport and show respect to get to a safe place. 
Building rapport is much more than identifying 

a common interest like fishing or golfing.  It can 
include any of the following engaged listening 
activities:

• Using minimal encouragement such as 
“and…” to keep the other side talking.

• Using a slight turn of the hand from 80 to 110 
degrees in combination with the word “and” 
gives the other party the right-of-way to 
continue or elaborate.

• Echoing the last few words to encourage the 
other side to elaborate.

• Nodding and tilting your head toward them 
to show interest. 

• Listening without interrupting.
• Remembering that less is more when talking. 

Let them do the talking.
• Reframing what you hear back from the other 

party until you see their problem from their 
point of view. Use phrases such as, “It sounds 
like…”, “It seems like…”, “It feels like…”

• Learning how to use dynamic and active 
listening to your advantage.

• Using patience and silence to your 
advantage.

“If  you talk to a man 
in a language he 

understands, that goes 
to his head. 

If  you talk to him in his 
language, that goes to 

his heart.” 

~ Nelson Mandela
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Learn to view it as your responsibility 
to remove that negative bias and keep 
emotions in check. This will ensure that the 
other side will be more likely to listen to 
what you have to say, offer or propose. That 
means:

• Dealing with the obvious bias up front.
• Giving them the illusion of power (a 

power they already have) to tell you no. 
That reduces tension and pressure and 
creates an emotional state that is more 
conducive to discovery/listening/talking 
more openly.

To help the other party feel safe, you can also 
use your voice to speak slowly, to speak in a 
low pitch, and to use a downward inflection 
at the end of your sentences, statements or 
questions.

When people speak loudly it can threaten the 
other party. This is also true for speaking too 
fast. By speaking softly and slowly, you project 
certainty and trustworthiness without being 
manipulative. It puts them at ease, making 
them feel both comfortable and safe.

Propose solutions and ideas

This is a delicate stage of the negotiation. It is 
filled with emotions on both sides. Make sure 
you release that pressure prior to your proposal, 
or that feeling of safety will go away. 

Coming up with solutions and recommendations, 
if done well, is a way to make people feel safe. 

During a negotiation ask for permission when 
first making a proposal. This makes it easier for 
the other side to go back into discovery and find 
other solutions if your proposal is not accepted, 
instead of shutting down. Nothing makes 
someone feel safer than having the power to say 
no and to explore as many options as possible. 

Help them see how the solution will resolve 
their pain and get them what they want. 
Remember, this does not mean selling, pushing 
your agenda, or stating your position. Contrary 
to what many people teach, using leverage, 
manipulation, and coercion are short-sighted 
tools, because they are ultimately counter-
productive for building strong, long-term 
agreements.
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Focus on results rather than relationships

People often ask me about the importance 
of trust and relationships in negotiations. In 
sales, we have all heard that we should only do 
business with people we trust and like. While 
these are helpful tools, they are not always 
necessary.  Trust takes time and likeability can 
be faked. Many unscrupulous salespeople have 
mastered the friendly smile and handshake. 

Instead, people should look to do business 
with individuals who have great character and 
are competent. Repetitive, successful delivery 
according to agreed-upon terms builds trust 
in business relationships and helps others feel 
safe.  We should avoid doing business with and 
view as unsafe any of the other combinations of 
competence and character:

• Competence with poor character.
• Incompetence with great character.
• Incompetence with poor character.

Focusing on competence or results rather 
than relationships is especially important 
when involved in large-scale negotiating on 
an organizational level. An organization you’re 
negotiating with often will be representing 
and be represented by many different people, 
each with their own agendas, tied together by 
the organization’s self-interest. While there are 
some instances where individual relationships 
can be utilized to tip the scales in large scale 
negotiation, this is unreliable as the will of 
the collective almost always exerts the most 
pressure. In large-scale negotiation, resolving 

pain and problems, and appealing to the 
organization’s self-interest, will get you farther 
than building trust and relationships with 
individual actors. 

Small-scale negotiating, on the other hand, is 
often on an individual level. Individual-level 
negotiation allows for trust and relationships to 
be a bigger factor, especially if you are able to 
build a history of expectations being met and 
satisfaction for both parties. 

A good negotiator will often use a dual 
approach. This is done by focusing on the self-
interest of the organization, alleviating its pain 
and resolving problems, while simultaneously 
building relationships based on rapport and 
mutual trust with individuals in the organization.  
A negotiator can do this by helping each 
individual involved resolve their own pain, as 
long as doing so aligns with the high-level, 
long-term goals of the corporation. Often, this 
may require discovering and painting a new 
unified vision to replace individual and corporate 
goals. Being able to focus on both the needs of 
the organization while also paying attention to 
relationships with individuals will allow you to 
succeed where many others will fail. 

Negotiation really is serious business as the Latin 
root implies. But by understanding the role of 
safety in negotiations, you can prepare for and 
execute your next negotiation to your advantage 
while conducting ethical and honest business 
that is truly reflective of you, your goals and your 
company.

To learn more about safety in negotiation or get 
your organization ready for negotiations, please 
contact Allan Tsang at allan@88owls.com and 
www.linkedin.com/in/allantsang. 

Allan Tsang, owner of 88 Owls, is an accredited 
business adviser, analyst and executive coach. 
Born in Hong Kong, raised in Africa and 
educated and now living in the United States, 
Allan has worked with hundreds of companies 
around the world to use negotiations to achieve 
success.

“Let us never negotiate out of  fear. 
But let us never fear to negotiate.” 

~ John F. Kennedy
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