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			About this book

			You won’t win a negotiation with rational arguments. You will only get your way if you apply the right psychological insights. In this book, you’ll learn which strategies work best.

			 

			During a negotiation, your people skills will be put to the test. How well are you able to evaluate what your counterparties think and do? Are they interested in your proposal? How much are they willing to offer? Are they serious or are they playing a game?

			 

			Like no other, negotiation expert George van Houtem understands how people ‘tick’ during negotiations. In this book, he unravels the important psychological mechanisms that will consciously – and unconsciously – sway you and your negotiation partners. Discover and learn how you can influence other people with framing, the anchor effect, and dozens of other proven tricks and strategies.

			 

			George van Houtem is a partner of the European Institute for Negotiation. He supervises negotiations as well as being a trainer and coach of negotiation skills and techniques. George is the author of the bestselling book The Dirty Tricks of Negotiations.
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			Introduction

			When we negotiate, we are constantly making decisions. However, it is not easy to always make the right ones. Negotiation is often so complex, as we are presented with more information than we are consciously aware of. To reduce this complexity and make it more manageable, our brains have developed numerous shortcuts. This way a difficult issue or a challenging decision is reduced to a simple and manageable whole. Unfortunately, this is not always done carefully and often leads to reflexive decisions based on incorrect assumptions. In our daily lives this is not a disaster, however, when major business or private interests are at stake, then it can be detrimental. That’s when you don’t want to make a wrong decision, especially when they can be headed off in advance. 

			Fortunately, flawed decisions can be prevented. Our errors and impulsive behavior are predictable. Repeatedly we blindly get caught in the same psychological traps, until we’ve got them figured out. That’s when we change and stop that behavior. In fact, we can flip it around and use them to our advantage. Because if you know how psychological traps generate certain reflexive behavior, then you can also predict how someone else will react to them as well. 

			That’s the reason why I wrote this book. In the following chapters, I will point out that by being aware of many psychological tips and tricks, traps, and other myths, we can still come to successful negotiations. The following chapters stipulate the course that a negotiation normally runs through. There is the preparation, the opening, the exchange of arguments, exploration, the concession phase, the impasse, and finally the rounding up phase. Most negotiators are expected to be rational, deliberate, and act cool, calm, and collected. But no matter how hard they try, during each phase of the negotiation process they are still influenced by psychological tricks, manipulation, and their own myths. After reading this book, that won’t happen to you anymore. From now on, you’ll be well prepared. 

		

	
		
			1. The preparation 

			You’ll never hear a negotiator say prep-work is not important. Nevertheless, good prep-work is often underestimated and even neglected. We don’t take enough time for it and instead usually just rely on experience and what we already know. This is often based on too much confidence and people overestimating their own knowledge and skills (men more than women!). At the negotiation table, you’ll pay dearly if you rely merely on above-average skills, especially if the content is complex. Negotiations with complex content will take a heavy toll on your brain. After all, you must process all the information and then make the right decisions. That requires a lot of cognitive effort. Especially if you don’t feel well prepared, then you will feel more challenged, which will require your brain to work even harder analyzing everything. That brainpower demands discipline to think thoroughly.

			However, that discipline to think is limited. Your brain will get exhausted from the effort it has to make to process the information. And as soon as your brain gets tired, unconsciously you no longer are motivated to work thoroughly. The negotiator then chooses the easy way out. The way of least resistance. It starts simplifying things and chooses information that supports its position. Searching for confirmation of an already existing opinion is cognitively less demanding than actively exploring a different viewpoint. This line of thinking and behavior prevents us from being more critical and cautious. When we lack information, we approach the situation incorrectly, and view it in terms of black and white instead of shades of grey. In short, we easily get overwhelmed by emotions, impulses, and flawed thinking.

			Being well-prepared prevents this from happening right. And right from the start, you can use all your brainpower to process the information and get a better grip on all the scenarios and tactics. The prep-work ensures that your brain does not have to work at high speed and therefore consumes less energy. That means that you will hold out much longer and remain rational for the duration of the negotiations. You will be able to control your reflexes and make well-informed decisions. Here is a checklist that will help you prepare for the negotiation. 

			Negotiation preparation checklist 

			Content-related:

			• What are our interests and concrete objectives? 

			•What are our priorities? 

			What do we ultimately want:

			•The ideal result, 

			•A realistic outcome,

			•An outcome that is no longer acceptable. 

			•How do we open? What is our strongest defensible offer? 

			•What arguments do we pitch? 

			•Has our bottom amount already been internally validated? 

			•Have we been presented with a workable mandate? 

			•How much leeway do we have to negotiate? What are our concessions? 

			•In which order do we negotiate, what do we ask back when making a concession?

			•What other areas are negotiable? How can we increase the scope of the negotiation? 

			•What interests and objectives does the other party have? 

			•What is likely to be important to the other party?

			•What is the maximum and minimum expected objective from the other party? 

			•What is our history with this party or subject?

			•What other issues is this party addressing or related to the subject? 

			•Are there – other – (administrative) interests at play or overlapping? 

			•What procedure/agenda do we propose? 

			•Are there criteria or principles that are leading for us?

			 

			Relational: 

			•What kind of negotiators will we be bargaining with? 

			•What does that entail for me or for our team? 

			•Should we ask colleagues with substantive or negotiation expertise or experience for support? 

			•What kind of vibe do we expect at the negotiating table? 

			•How can we positively influence the vibe/relationship? 

			•Who has a stronger position? How is that apparent? 

			•How can we improve our position? 

			•How do we need each other? Do we have any shared interests? 

			•Which alternative parties or options do we have available? 

			•Which alternative parties or options do they have at their disposal? 

			•What are the mutual consequences of not reaching an agreement? 

			•Can we expect power plays? 

			•What do the people who support us expect? 

			•How powerful are our supporters? 

			•Who should we inform or involve in advance? To support or strengthen our position?

			•Are they – or we – pressured by time? 

			•At which location will we negotiate? 

			Not only preparing the content is important, but also the setting and environment where the negotiations will take place. Negotiations run smoother and are more successful when both parties trust each other and feel encouraged. But that doesn’t happen all by itself. That’s why you need to create the right setting. 

			The Enemy Trap

			Negotiating is a complicated skill. For a negotiator, it requires a lot of flexibility. While on the one side, you must fight for your goals, while on the other you must be open to the interests of the other party. That would be easy if you and the counterparty did not have opposing demands. Then you could just collaborate. After all, everyone wants the same thing, and you’re done. But unfortunately, during a negotiation, there are countless issues, with differing opinions. Therefore, collaboration alone is not going to do it. There will be several moments when you need to engage in a conflict of interest and defend your topics, which, in a nutshell, is what negotiating is. It’s all about finding the right balance between cooperative and standing your ground, and each side getting value out of the bargain. 

			Both play an important role in negotiations. However, what you focus on consciously or unconsciously has an enormous impact on progress. There is a huge difference if you approach negotiation as an opportunity for each other to come out benefiting versus a ‘winner takes it all’ situation, in which everything the other party loses at the price of you winning. In the latter case, negotiation is then merely a matter of winning or losing. Of course, the same also applies for your negotiating partner. Do they consider it an opportunity to help each other, or envision themselves where they are the winner who takes it all? When negotiators approach it from the perspective of creating value for each other, they will exhibit different behavior than when they consider negotiations as a tool in which they value themselves. The former instills cooperative behavior, while the latter means battle. The chance for a good negotiation for both parties is greater when those involved lean more towards creating value instead of claiming it all for themselves. As a negotiator, you should influence the other party in the way they approach the negotiation. How do you get them to change to a more cooperative approach and so that they let their natural offensive or defensive guard down?

			For negotiations trust is an important prerequisite, namely having trust in a good outcome, trust in the other party, confidence in their own negotiating skills. When someone has confidence, they will negotiate more relaxed than if they are insecure. The other will be more open, share more information, and more willing to indicate the conditions under which certain concessions are granted. 

			That’s why it is important that the other person feels more comfortable with the negotiations, as well as with you and the setting. However, establishing trust does not come easy. The moment a conversation or a consultation gets labelled ‘negotiation’, a certain degree of distrust arises between the two parties. But if you want to get the most out of a negotiation, then you must trust each other first. To find the optimal solution, you’ve got to share your information and be transparent about your other interests. That will be a hopeless cause if negotiators are suspicious of each other. 

			Why do things regularly nosedive, and negotiators become wary of each other?

			Distrust is partially caused by our own hypersensitivity to other people’s behavior. We often interpret the behavior of our bargaining partners incorrectly and exaggerate, and or wrongly perceive their intentions, while on the other hand, we consider our own behavior and motives as honest and sincere. 

			For example, when a negotiator is expected to provide facts and figures that objectively supports their arguments, and does not have them at hand, then we automatically assume that the figures do not exist and that they spiced up their story, making it more attractive than it really is. While at the same time, it is also possible that they honestly forgot to bring them, and or needed more time to complete their statistics. When we believe that the other party has a hidden agenda, ulterior motives, or is out to get us. Then we react based on those assumptions. Consequently, we share less information, become more rigid, assume the worst in others, listen less, and tend to raise our voices. 

			And the reaction we provoked, gets automatically confirmed. It’s a self-fulfilling prophecy. What you expect is what you get. And ultimately you respond to what you expected. 

			At the same token, the principle of reciprocity also applies the same way when negotiators trust each other. If we are treated with respect, then we will show respect for the other. A cooperative approach is met with a cooperative attitude from the other. Just the same, a hostile approach unleashes an aggressive one in return. That’s how the dynamics of collaborating works. It can be either constructive or destructive in nature.

			The boomerang effect 

			Everyone has prejudices, but not everyone is always aware of them. For negotiators, unconscious biases can cause distrust: ‘The union leader doesn’t even know how the company operates ‘, The city council member is only concerned about saving his job’, ‘The real estate agent is only worried about getting his commission.’ ‘The banker only cares about his bonus.’ And the list goes on.

			If you enter negotiations with prejudices, then you will be on high alert that they are confirmed. When it concerns the image of the other, many negotiators fall into the trap of confirmation bias. With confirmation bias, the negotiator has a ‘confirmation preference’ idea of the other’s situation. They tend to be more energetic, and pay more attention to having his beliefs confirmed, and on the other hand ignore, anything that contradicts or re-adjusts his own beliefs. Consequently, the idea the negotiator had beforehand will become confirmed in the other person’s behavior.

			As negotiators, ‘the Israelis are as tough as nails, ‘kitchen showroom salesmen will say anything to their clients’, ‘lawyers turn mediation into complexities’, ‘projects from IT agencies take longer and are always... more expensive than the amount of the stated quote. In short, there are many prejudices. 

			If you believe in them, then all your prejudices will be confirmed about the counterparty, even if they are helpful, you’ll still interpret as ‘putting on an act’ or think it is some kind of trick to get you off guard. The same applies for personal beliefs. If you believe a negotiation is a battlefield and your main concern is that you do not get wounded, then you will probably be suspicious when the other person’s opening bid is too high or too low. You will probably think they are trying to take advantage of you, and you will adamantly turn it down. Of course, the other party will go on the defense, or offence, which reconfirms your initial prejudices. Now your confirmation bias has turned into a full-fledged self-fulfilling prophecy. You started the dynamic, not the other party. Again, what you expected is what you see, and how you respond to it is what you get. After suspicion and anxiety set in, negotiations get complicated. Distrust keeps negotiators on their guard. They will hold back information, remain vague about their interests, and not reveal their positions fearing the other party will take advantage of it. Hence, the negotiations will become extremely difficult, which leads to irritations and accusations from both parties. Negotiators often encounter their negative expectations confirmed: “See, they can’t be trusted”.

			 

			The management of a wholesaler sits at the table with representatives of the Works Council and the trade unions. They are discussing the necessity of reorganizing three distribution centers. The plan is to merge all three into one large distribution center, which will primarily be automated. The reorganization will have major consequences for the approximately eight hundred employees who work at the distribution centers. Some will continue to do the same work, albeit at a different location, some will be given new job tasks after additional training, and 120 face being laid off. Although both the unions and the business council have been adequately informed in advance about the proposed reorganization, there is a lot of tension at the first meeting. The cause is in part due to the negative ideas both parties had about each other before the meetings ever began. The management team is still nursing its’ wounds from the last collective labor agreement negotiations it had with the unions. Management believes that the unions have a hidden agenda namely they are not there only for the interests of the employees, but mainly to legitimize their own existence. Therefore, they most likely will make unreasonable tough demands for the sake of posturing and to show off to union members. They will not be open to innovations and those consequences it will have for certain employees. Moreover, the management also doubts the works’ council, who probably do not know how to play strategic games and focus too much operationally and only think about the short-term consequences. 

			The unions at the same time, do not trust management. During the last labor agreement negotiations, management threatened to deactivate the power of the unions when an important labor condition was proposed by the works council. The union knew about it beforehand, but the relationship with management and the works council was still cool. The general thought is that management’s maximization of profit is coming at the price of its employees. This was apparent in the austere collective labor agreement and the current plans to automate. 

			After the opening statement by management and a brief response from the trade unions and works council, everyone sees their ideas about the other party confirmed. The union does not trust the substantiation: ‘Even now it turns out again that you only want to maximize profits. You’re cutting costs by automation and only hiring people with a temporary contract so that you can get rid of them as soon as possible. This centralization and automation are merely disguised means to dump older workers.” 

			And in turn, management’s suspicions also get confirmed: ‘Here we go again, directly going into defense, disputing necessity, and not budging. So predictable. Probably got the orders from the police station!’ 

			The works council starts doubting the objectivity of the concerned consultancy agency and requests a second opinion about the strategic analysis, arguing for a required centralization and further automation. ‘We still don’t have a sufficient understanding of the situation. In our opinion, the strategic report is not objective or at least inconclusive. We can also consult with another consultancy agency for an analysis?’ 

			Here too, the management sees its suspicions confirmed. The works council doesn’t have the strategic figured out yet. A request for more details delays everything and is not likely to help the Works Council.

			This is how the self-fulfilling prophecy and the confirmation biased facilitate each other. Already from the start, both parties had a negative idea about the other and therefore interpreted each other’s questions, comments, analyzes, and solutions with suspicion, which is in accordance, and seemingly accurate to what they initially believed. The information provided by the other party was no longer tested for accuracy. Equally, even their position was questioned. Exactly the opposite happened. They persisted in their own beliefs, and refuted and ignored criticisms from the other. 

			How do you prevent the dynamics of distrust from the get-go? Or let me rephrase it: How you do create the notion that negotiating is not you against me, but rather us against the problem? Simply said, a hostile approach begets a hostile reply. But a cooperative approach elicits a cooperative reply from the other. You can achieve that cooperative approach by priming the other party.

			Operation Yes!

			Our behavior is influenced by the environment we find ourselves in. By making all kinds of associations in that environment that evoke certain unconscious behavior, we can steer the other person’s behavior in the right direction. It’s called this priming effect. The aroma of delicious food stimulates our appetite, the smell of coffee makes you crave for an espresso, the whistle of the conductor makes us run to get on the train or the red-brake lights flaring up from the car ahead of us in traffic which triggers us to slam on the brakes. Previous incentives prime us for future behavior. By evoking desired unconscious correlations, we can influence the behavior of others. Do we want the other negotiator to be cooperative, then we need to create a setting that is associated with cooperation. You can influence the other negotiators by priming them beforehand. There are several tools that can be used.

			The Ambiance Effect

			Firstly, consider the setting where you want to host the negotiations. Do you want to have them at your office, at the other person’s office, or somewhere neutral? It’s good to think about it. The choice of location influences how the other party will experience the negotiation. If you invite them to your office, it can come across showing power or dominant behavior. It’s like saying “you come to me, after all you want something, you need me”. It’s like the king asking his subject to come to the castle. The king never goes to his subject’s home. Instead, offer to meet the other party at their office. When you do that, you are already sending a cooperative signal and that you literally want to meet the other person. Sometimes a neutral location is also good. Especially in the case when negotiators do not want to be interrupted due to the nature of the negotiation such as in collective labor agreements. 

			Or if a different sitting can positively contribute to the dynamics of the community action and the negotiators need to ‘break away’ from their old familiar surroundings, where their supporters with them hold expectations and ingrained old patterns of behavior parts with predictable opening moves, tactics, argumentation, and reactions. Then, a new setting can be refreshing. A well-chosen location and space can make an important difference in how the negotiators experience the negotiations. Are you going to negotiate in a hotel meeting room along a major highway? Or do you choose a meeting room on the 99th floor of the the Empire State Building? What kind of experience do you want to give the other negotiators? Do you want to have your meetings in a generic looking place or somewhere unique and special which will immediately evoke a positive feeling for others? It’s a great kick-off when you start the negotiations with a story, which will set the stage and ambiance for the rest of the negotiations. ‘Let’s look at negotiations from a different perspective. We’re high up in the clouds on the 99th floor of the Empire State Building. You are far away from everyone. Therefore, we need to get the job done together. I suggest that we won’t go down until everyone is satisfied. Of course, the Empire State Building is only an example. But there are loads of other options. Negotiate on a boat, or on an island, that you can only get to by chartering a plane. Once you get there, you eat lunch together, walk on the beach, and conduct your negotiations. It’s a completely different ambiance than that generic meeting room in a hotel along the highway. Of course, it’s not always feasible or even realistic to hold your negotiations in a special location. That’s not always necessary. There are plenty of routine and annual negotiation meetings that proceed without tension or problems. But already in advance, you already know that negotiations that involve big interests will be strenuous. That’s why it’s smart to consider in advance where you want to have them. However, choosing an exotic meeting location will not help much when irreconcilable differences are at stake. However, for many other negotiations, the choice of the location can positively impact the mood of negotiators and help determine how willing they will be to make concessions or be defensive and persistent in their own viewpoints.

			You can also use the space where you negotiate to get the other party into a certain mood or mindset. When you want to make them feel at ease, then you need to create a setting that radiates trust. Then, for example, you want to choose a location where the walls are decorated with posters of friendly people and couples holding hands, or maybe having books on the shelves with titles like Value Creation, Problem solving, Win-win and Long term which unconsciously associate those feeling with the other negotiators. Hence, optimistic expectations will be implanted in the others regarding a positive outcome for the talks. Of course, the opposite is also true. You pick a meeting room that is plastered with images of boxers, samurai soldiers, and photos of Donald Trump, and with book titles You can win every deal, Machiavelli and How to become a millionaire in one year then rest-assured the other party will not feel at ease, and you will implant a negative expectation for them, as well as suspicious approach from their side during you’re the negotiations.

			The police are also aware that people are influenced by images, posters, and photos. For example, in public garages for bike-owners in the Netherlands, posters of stern-looking police officers were hung up accompanied with the text: ‘Hey you, bicycle thief! We’ve got an eye on you!’ Consequently, fewer bicycles were stolen, despite having only posters and no cameras as surveillance 

			When the walls of the negotiations room are painted (light) green or blue, then you create harmony, ease, and reliability. And if there is soothing music playing in the background, you create an optimal setting for beneficial negotiations.

			It’s all in the tone of voice

			Besides using evoking visuals such as photos, posters and colors that can be associated with trust, collaboration, and win-win outcomes, you can also conjure them up with language. The choice of words that you use to kick off the negotiation has the same effect. It makes all the difference if you start the meeting with words like ‘resolve conflict’, ‘divide the difference’ or ‘map out the differences’ or words like ‘constructive’, ‘flexible’, ‘common challenge’, ‘supported solution’ or ‘have everyone’s point of view represented’. By using the right tone of voice, you’ll engage the other negotiator’s attention. Do you want them to be more open, share more information, and make concessions, then use words that are consistent with that behavior. You can evoke more openness and sharing of information, then match their sentences, with phrases such as: ‘I want to really understand you. What is the real reason for your proposal? Would you like to share it with me?’ ‘How will it facilitate you the best? 

			‘We will probably not be able to get all our wishes, so let’s try to figure out each other’s priorities. What are yours? Or would you rather I tell you mine first?’ Would you like to make a concession? To get into the readiness mood, then it’s good to use sentences such as: ‘I want to help you out. I can fulfill your request if you can help me out with this one...’ Or: ‘Let’s take some time to first explore if there are any topics that you consider more important than I do, and the other way around. Maybe we can help each other out a little bit more on those points.

			Although it may seem obvious, this kind of phrasing, during most negotiations we tend to forget and revert to neutral, businesslike or even (slightly) aggressive terminology: ‘We’ve received your letter of commitment and there are serious reasons for concern. We are miles away from each other on several issues. It will be difficult to get to a compromise if you are not willing to come back with more realistic requirements.’ 

			Or people are just downright unwilling to share information and think their kindness might be interpreted as a sign of weakness: ‘All these intentions are important to our advocates. It is not a matter of priorities. It’s about the big picture. This time we’re not going home empty-handed!’ 

			Before your negotiations start, consider what kind of terminology you want to use. The associations they evoke will influence the way your counterpart will regard the negotiations. Either as a joint venture in which everyone comes out smiling, or a battlefield with a loser and a winner. A person’s view of the negotiations will then determine their behavior at the negotiating table.

			If you commit to A, then you’ve got to accept B as well

			People prize themselves for being consistent with their behavior. Once we have made a choice, we stick to it, at least according to the research of Robert Cialdini. If you want the other person to be constructive and flexible, then label them a flexible and constructive negotiator, and ask if they also view themselves that way too. When you characterize the other person, they recognize it themselves as well, and they will also behave accordingly. Because the other wants to behave according to the image you classified them with, after the counterpart has decided to be cooperative and flexible, you can stimulate this behavior step by step: “Let’s continue with our cooperative talks. It’s great that we are not stubborn and are flexible and open to each other’s deviating thoughts! Don’t you agree?’ Taking into consideration that the counterpart wants to be consistent in their behavior, they will continue to act as you presume. If they suddenly start acting differently, then their behavior becomes inconsistent and unreliable. Negotiators do not appreciate this kind of behavior. 

			We all want the same thing

			When you have created the right climate for a constructive negotiation, you can improve it by focusing on how you focus your attention. By concentrating on the common, you will emphasize the common agreements and collaboration. That initiates already by choosing the conference table. How do you want people to be seated? If you sit directly opposite each other, then you emphasize difference. This immediately creates the dynamics of me against you, while you really want to create an atmosphere of us against the problem. Then it is better to sit together at a 90-degree angle, or if more people are involved, then to sit at a round table. Sitting in a circle stimulates the need to belong. Negotiators can then focus more on working together operationally and commonality than when seated opposite each other. If you think a circle arrangement is too much, then one oval table is a good compromise. Sometimes negotiators from both parties sit mixed together amongst each other. Then the negotiation turns into kind of solve the puzzle setting. For the negotiators from the same delegation to have the opportunity to discuss amongst each other, then you should plan regular breaks. Negotiations proceedings should be divided into two parts: a plenary part in which people work together towards a compromise and a break which allows parties to consult with each other separately with their colleagues.

			We are all the same

			You can take that feeling of bonding up a notch by showing interest in your counterparts. It has many advantages. People who ask questions are perceived as more sympathetic than people who mainly talk themselves. This is also the case for negotiators. Experienced negotiators are interested in knowing everything about their counterparts. What are their interests, objectives, principles, and priorities? What does the company they are representing want? Besides thorough prep-work, the only way you can get access to this information is by asking plenty of questions. In addition to getting the information, you also create sympathy from the other person. They will feel like they are heard and seen. And being heard is a prerequisite for feeling appreciated. That feeling of being valued by both parties is essential for conducting negotiations in a constructive manner, especially when you need to bridge a wide gap of differences. That’s why you often hear: ‘How would you like it if you sat in my chair?’ Or: ‘Look at it from my point of view.’ By putting the other person first, showing interest through questions, and allowing the other person to speak, you illustrate that you have respect and understand the other person’s position. Only when the other person has the feeling that their opinions, interests, and viewpoints are taken seriously and are respected, will they be open to hear your side of the story. First understand, then be understood. 

			A way to instantly make the other person feel respected and heard is to ask them for their advice: ‘I would like your advice on how we can resolve this issue the best way.’ Or: “I value your advice about…” If you integrate their entire advice or part of it into the solution, then you clearly have demonstrated that you trust and want to collaborate with them, which sets the stage already for a positive dynamic.

			Showing interest and asking questions will get you far. That’s how you discover similarities, and people who have a lot in common therefore feel a certain degree of connection. That closeness not only makes them friendlier but also more willing to help each other. This phenomenon is called the liking bias. That feeling of being connected already starts with similarities that you might share with the counterpart, like having the same name, coming from the same country, being a fan of the same soccer team, or sharing the same birthday. The more common ground people share with each other, the more likely they are to trust and help each other. 

			Getting to know the counterpart starts before negotiations. Not only by doing your own online research, but also meeting up with your counterparts in an informal setting before the negotiations officially begin. Set up a a preliminary chat during dinner and start building a relationship. If you can’t meet up with them physically, you can always reach out to them by phone. Before you give the car full throttle, you’ve got to warm up the engine. 

			You can also emphasize similarities by identifying shared principles and interests. Where are you already? Agreed, what already connects you? In negotiation terms: what are shared interests and congruent topics?

			Common interests are the principal goals you share with each other. These are the underlying reasons why you are negotiating with each other. For example, two political parties both want to reduce income inequality, or unions and employers both desire future-proof employment conditions. Parties can discuss these more abstract goals that they agree upon with each other. However, the concrete solution to achieving these goals might be different and must be discussed with the parties during the negotiation. 

			Similar topics are the negotiation themes that both parties already agreed upon. There is no disagreement about these topics. For example, during a negotiation about the terms of delivery the customer wants more sustainable packaging of the delivered goods than in previous years. The selling party is in complete agreement and is already integrating throughout the company a more sustainable approach method of production. Or being at an internal negotiation where the involved parties agree that the project must be finalized by the end of the year without consulting external consultants. 

			That’s why it is important to spend time on discovering criteria, interests, and objectives. If you already have plenty of opposing interests and congruent topics, it will take longer to settle disputes. If you can’t reach an agreement on those topics, you’re likely to lose all the benefits of the common objectives and congruent topics, which you already agreed on.

			The police, shop-owners, municipal council members, and residents are holding talks. They are part of the project team that addresses the problem of Loitering Youths. For residents, in the last year, delinquent youths hanging around in a mall have caused a lot of noise nuisances, rubbish, and vandalism. Locals do not feel safe, and shopkeepers notice a decrease in clientele. Local authorities came up with an action plan to be implemented directly with the involved parties to figure out how the annoyances caused by the delinquents can be solved as soon as possible. 

			Despite all the involved parties having different ideas about how the problem should be approached, there are many commonalities, and they agree on which order it should be addressed. 

			 

			• Gain insight into the problems and difficulties of loitering young people. 

			•Come up with measures together with those involved parties that can be implemented. 

			•Prioritize issues and actions that need to be taken measures so that measures can be imposed as soon as possible. 

			Items 1 and 2 are not a problem and can be implemented within two meetings. All parties agree on the causes and the harmful effects on the community. Moreover, they also quickly agree on necessary measures that need to be taken. 

			Item 3, however, is a bit more complicated as not everybody agrees. The residents demand that an alternative hangout area for young people should be located far away from the residential area and the shopping center, but the town council cannot provide a location that quickly. For that item, the residents demand the police to uphold a zero-tolerance policy as the young people cause many problems. The police argue that it will be impossible to sustain. 

			Then residents threatened to abandon the project. However, a city council member convinced them not to and reminded them of the items on which the parties had already agreed and in which significant steps had already been taken. ‘It would be regrettable if this had all been for nothing. If we must leave it to the council to determine priorities and act, we will lose momentum and it will certainly take longer before the measures are implemented, which we have already agreed. I think that would be a far worse-case scenario than being patient with creating an alternative hangout area. If we shelf this for the time-being, we can already start implementing the issues we already agreed upon.

			By stating the common points, their advantages, and making it clear what they risked losing if they pulled out of the negotiations, it becomes clear how beneficial the negotiations have already been. It’s not worth losing everything that has been accomplished just for some minor issues could not been agreed upon. 

			Similarities can be accentuated by mirroring each other’s behavior. When people behave the same way, it indicates that they feel at ease with each other. In your own personal situation, you often feel more comfortable around folks that are like you. Copying another person’s behavior – also called mirroring – works. You’re using the same type of words and language, speaking in the same tone and speed, and taking on the same attitude as the other. However, you are taking a risk. Firstly, a lot of attention goes into observing the other person, and then you must start copying their behavior. That focus often comes at the expense of keeping your eye on the ball of the negotiation. Secondly, you run the risk that the other, figures out that you are mirroring them. And then the conversation becomes awkward. However, if a conversation is already pleasant, mirroring often happens all by itself. It’s human nature for people when they are talking with each other to unconsciously copy each other’s behavior, often without realizing it. For example, you have two people chatting with each other and one decides to lean backwards in their chair or put their hand under the chin. Most likely within a few minutes the other person will unconsciously do the same. When we change our behavior consciously or unconsciously, we are syncing and establishing a sense of commonality. And that feeling is a key factor for the success of negotiations. The more negotiators have in common, the easier it is to come to a successful agreement, not only substantively, but also relationally. Communality contributes to mutual trust and confidence, which ensures that negotiators allow more for the other.

			The mirror method

			You can already subconsciously copy the other person’s behavior, for example during the lunch negotiation before the official negotiations already start. Research indicates that negotiators who adopted a more constructive approach, and consequently achieved better results for both parties evolved. While eating lunch or dinner together, negotiators without even realizing it, synchronized several similar behaviors. They toasted with each other, maybe both shared a moment of prayer before eating, picked up their cutlery at the same time, copied each other’s eating habits while putting their food into the mouth. They probably even chewed in sync with each other and took a sip of their drink at the same time. 

			Eating together prior to the negotiations includes another advantage. Complex negotiations are mentally challenging. Besides processing and assessing information, you also need to make the right choices, while at the same time closely managing your behavior. You have got to keep a tab on your emotions, control your behavior, and make sure that you are not too impulsive. That requires a lot of discipline, thinking, and energy. When juggling these tasks, your energy level drops, and you, as negotiator, run the risk of reacting more impulsively. According to a survey, Israeli judges who had to access applications from prisoners who petitioned for an early release were more likely to get denied. However, after having something to eat, judges were more likely to award applicants with an early release. 

			Eating something beforehand increases glucose levels which boosts the brain for better concentration, the ability to solve problems, and manage impulses. By controlling their impulses, negotiators were less dominant and acted more friendly towards each other.
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