Workplace Negotiations

Negotiations at the workplace can take many forms from negotiating with outside suppliers to find the best price for a needed service or piece of equipment, to negotiating with other departmental managers for scarce financial or human resources. The stakes may be higher in one scenario versus the other but the basic principles of negotiations are the same regardless of the subject matter in question.
The main focus of any negotiations is to get a good agreement that improves the relationship between the parties to create a good or wise agreement that satisfies the long term interests of everyone involved. They key to good negotiating is to avoid positional bargaining whereby each side puts forward their position at the start of negotiations and instead to focus on principled negotiations. The best thing about principled negotiations is that they can be used for any type of workplace negotiations. 
Those principles are best outlined in the classic text Getting to Yes: Negotiating Agreement Without Giving In by Roger Fisher and William Ury.  The four principles are: Separate the people from the problem, Focus on interests rather than positions, Generate a variety of options before settling on an agreement and Insist that the agreement be based on objective criteria. 
Separate the people from the problem

This principle may be the key to reaching good agreements because it helps to remove people's emotional attachment to the issues involved in the negotiations. Once this happens then the issues can be addressed without people taking offense or seeing the other person's opinions as personal attacks. People problems are often the most difficult to resolve and when it comes to negotiations they can often be the biggest stumbling block to a good agreement. These people problems can be ones of perception, emotion or communication but the good news is that they can all be resolved if there is goodwill amongst the parties. The best way to deal with people problems is to try and prevent them from arising in the first place. This can be done by the direct involvement of the parties in the negotiation process right from the beginning and establishing a common climate of honesty and open communication all the way along.
Focus on interests rather than positions

To get a good agreement from negotiations it is much better to focus on interests rather than positions. A position is something that you have already decided upon while interests are what caused you to so decide. The first step is to identify the interests of the parties and this can be done by asking each side to clarify their interests and the reasons that they feel they are important. Once each party's interests are clear then they should be openly discussed by both parties at the negotiating table. This will ensure that there are no hidden agendas to stumble over later in the process and if both sides listen to each other's interests then there is a good chance of finding some common ground between them. Paying attention to interests should also allow the parties to look forward to a solution rather than focusing on the problems of the past.
Generate a variety of options before settling on an agreement

One of the common mistakes in negotiations is to decide on one solution before considering all possible options. To avoid this and to ensure that the best possible solution and agreement is reached there a number of techniques that the parties can consider. One of the best, particularly on a long-standing or difficult problem, is to have the parties step away from formal negotiations and simply engage in a brainstorming session that seeks to create a list of possibilities without determining their effectiveness. Sometimes this will free up enough energy for a great solution, which nobody had thought of before, to arise for consideration. Another way to approach this situation is to develop a list of shared interests, things that the parties hold in common, so that any solution will meet the interests of both sides. Finally the parties can try and find compatible or complementary interests, whereby everybody gets a piece of the pie and no one has to leave the table hungry.
Insist that the agreement be based on objective criteria
If it is difficult to find common interest on any particular issue in negotiations then the only real solution is to find some form of objective criteria to resolve the differences. The parties can discuss what would be appropriate criteria but at a minimum the criteria has to be both legitimate and practical. Some examples of types of criteria which would be acceptable could include scientific findings, professional standards, or legal precedents and the criteria can be tested by asking if both parties could agree to be bound by these standards. When using objective criteria in negotiations it is important that the process be a shared one, the criteria should be reasonable and each party will have to have an open mind in order for this technique to be successful. 

These techniques, strategies and principles are great if both parties agree to follow the same ground rules but what about if one party decides to bargain unfairly or even negotiate in bad faith? You can continue to use the principled approach and sometimes the other party will change or you can try and turn the attack back on the attackers. This may cause the other side to have second thoughts about their approach and may lead to the hoped-for breakthrough. 
If the other side in negotiations is actually engaging in dirty tricks to undermine the negotiations then a different strategy may be called for that maintains your principled stance while trying to keep the process alive. For example if one side lies or deliberately distorts the facts to suit their position then you might have to try and seek clarification or verification of their claims without actually calling them liars. Sometimes just letting the other side know that you are onto their tactics can be helpful, particularly if they are trying to bully their way ahead on an issue. Like dealing with any bully it always best to name the behaviour so that they can have an opportunity to change course.
For any number of reasons it may not been to possible at the end of negotiations to reach that good agreement that works best for everybody but if you use principled negotiations you can feel satisfied that you have given it your best effort.

