
- In my short stay I realized that without a deep understanding of human psychology, without 

the acceptance that we are all crazy, irrational, impulsive, emotionally driven animals, all the 

raw intelligence and mathematical logic in the world is little help in the fraught, shifting 

interplay of two people negotiating. 

- How many students had negotiated an incident in a dynamic, intense, uncertain environment 

where the hostage-taker was in emotional crisis and had no clear demands? Every hand went 

up. It was clear: if emotionally driven incidents, not rational bargaining interactions, 

constituted the bulk of what most police negotiators had to deal with, then our negotiating 

skills had to laser-focus on the animal, emotional, and irrational. 

- It all starts with the universally applicable premise that people want to be understood and 

accepted. Listening is the cheapest, yet most effective concession we can make to get there. 

By listening intensely, a negotiator demonstrates empathy and shows a sincere desire to 

better understand what the other side is experiencing. 

- While the Ivy League taught math and economics, we became experts in empathy. And our 

way worked. 

- ASSUMPTIONS BLIND, HYPOTHESES GUIDE 

- Great negotiators are able to question the assumptions that the rest of the involved players 

accept on faith or in arrogance, and thus remain more emotionally open to all possibilities, 

and more intellectually agile to a fluid situation. 

- We are easily distracted. We engage in selective listening, hearing only what we want to 

hear, our minds acting on a cognitive bias for consistency rather than truth. 

- For those people who view negotiation as a battle of arguments, it’s the voices in their own 

head that are overwhelming them. When they’re not talking, they’re thinking about their 

arguments, and when they are talking, they’re making their arguments. Often those on both 

sides of the table are doing the same thing, so you have what I call a state of schizophrenia: 

everyone just listening to the voice in their head 

- in fact, instead of doing any thinking at all in the early goings about what you’re going to 

say—make your sole and all-encompassing focus the other person and what they have to say. 

In that mode of true active listening—aided by the tactics you’ll learn in the following 

chapters—you’ll disarm your counterpart. 

- The problem was, we were in too much of a hurry, driving too hard toward a quick solution; 

trying to be a problem solver, not a people mover. 

- When we radiate warmth and acceptance, conversations just seem to flow. When we enter 

a room with a level of comfort and enthusiasm, we attract people toward us. 

- There are essentially three voice tones available to negotiators: the late-night FM DJ voice, 

the positive/playful voice, and the direct or assertive voice. 

- When people are in a positive frame of mind, they think more quickly, and are more likely to 

collaborate and problem-solve (instead of fight and resist). It applies to the smile-er as much 



as to the smile-ee: a smile on your face, and in your voice, will increase your own mental 

agility. 

- Mirroring, also called isopraxism, is essentially imitation. It’s another neurobehavior humans 

(and other animals) display in which we copy each other to comfort each other. It can be done 

with speech patterns, body language, vocabulary, tempo, and tone of voice. It’s generally an 

unconscious behavior—we are rarely aware of it when it’s happening—but it’s a sign that 

people are bonding, in sync, and establishing the kind of rapport that leads to trust. 

- It’s almost laughably simple: for the FBI, a “mirror” is when you repeat the last three words 

(or the critical one to three words) of what someone has just said. Of the entirety of the FBI’s 

hostage negotiation skill set, mirroring is the closest one gets to a Jedi mind trick. Simple, and 

yet uncannily effective. 

- The results were stunning: the average tip of the waiters who mirrored was 70 percent more 

than of those who used positive reinforcement. 

- I always try to reinforce the message that being right isn’t the key to a successful 

negotiation—having the right mindset is. 

- If you take a pit bull approach with another pit bull, you generally end up with a messy scene 

and lots of bruised feelings and resentment. Luckily, there’s another way without all the mess. 

It’s just four simple steps:         1.      Use the late-night FM DJ voice.         2.      Start with “I’m 

sorry . . .”         3.      Mirror.         4.      Silence. At least four seconds, to let the mirror work its 

magic on your counterpart.         5.      Repeat. 

- Ask someone, “What do you mean by that?” and you’re likely to incite irritation or 

defensiveness. A mirror, however, will get you the clarity you want while signaling respect and 

concern for what the other person is saying. 

- Here are some of the key lessons from this chapter to remember: 

- Use mirrors to encourage the other side to empathize and bond with you, keep people 

talking, buy your side time to regroup, and encourage your counterparts to reveal their 

strategy. 

- That’s why, instead of denying or ignoring emotions, good negotiators identify and influence 

them. They are able to precisely label emotions, those of others and especially their own. And 

once they label the emotions they talk about them without getting wound up. For them, 

emotion is a tool. 

- The psychotherapist pokes and prods to understand his patient’s problems, and then turns 

the responses back onto the patient to get him to go deeper and change 

- You can learn almost everything you need—and a lot more than other people would like you 

to know—simply by watching and listening, keeping your eyes peeled and your ears open, and 

your mouth shut. 

- Notice I didn’t say anything about agreeing with the other person’s values and beliefs or 

giving out hugs. That’s sympathy. What I’m talking about is trying to understand a situation 



from another person’s perspective. One step beyond that is tactical empathy. Tactical 

empathy is understanding the feelings and mindset of another in the moment and also hearing 

what is behind those feelings so you increase your influence in all the moments that follow. 

It’s bringing our attention to both the emotional obstacles and the potential pathways to 

getting an agreement done. It’s emotional intelligence on steroids. 

- I know the answer is tactical empathy. They were able to think from another person’s point 

of view while they were talking with that person and quickly assess what was driving them. 

- Most of us enter verbal combat unlikely to persuade anyone of anything because we only 

know and care about our own goals and perspective. But the best officers are tuned in to the 

other party—their audience. They know that if they empathize, they can mold their audience 

by how they approach and talk to them. 

- In an fMRI brain-scan experiment,1 researchers at Princeton University found that neural 

resonance disappears when people communicate poorly. The researchers could predict how 

well people were communicating by observing how much their brains were aligned. And they 

discovered that people who paid the most attention—good listeners—could actually 

anticipate what the speaker was about to say before he said 

- Empathy helps us learn the position the enemy is in, why their actions make sense (to them), 

and what might move them. As negotiators we use empathy because it works. Empathy is why 

the three fugitives came out after six hours of my late-night DJ voice. It’s what helped me 

succeed at what Sun Tzu called “the supreme art of war”: to subdue the enemy without 

fighting. 

- It gets you close to someone without asking about external factors you know nothing about 

(“How’s your family?”). Think of labeling as a shortcut to intimacy, a time-saving emotional 

hack. Labeling 

- In one brain imaging study,2 psychology professor Matthew Lieberman of the University of 

California, Los Angeles, found that when people are shown photos of faces expressing strong 

emotion, the brain shows greater activity in the amygdala, the part that generates fear. But 

when they are asked to label the emotion, the activity moves to the areas that govern rational 

thinking. In other words, labeling an emotion—applying rational words to a fear—disrupts its 

raw intensity. 

- most of the time you’ll have a wealth of information from the other person’s words, tone, 

and body language. We call that trinity “words, music, and dance.” 

- The only difference is whether you end the sentence with a downward or upward inflection. 

But no matter how they end, labels almost always begin with roughly the same words: It seems 

like . . . It sounds like . . . It looks like . . . Notice we said “It sounds like . . .” and not “I’m hearing 

that . . .” That’s because the word “I” gets people’s guard up. When you say “I,” it says you’re 

more interested in yourself than the other person, and it makes you take personal 

responsibility for the words that follow—and the offense they might cause. 



- if they disagree with the label, that’s okay. You can always step back and say, “I didn’t say 

that was what it was. I just said it seems like that.” 

- The last rule of labeling is silence. 

- First, let’s talk a little human psychology. In basic terms, people’s emotions have two levels: 

the “presenting” behavior is the part above the surface you can see and hear; beneath, the 

“underlying” feeling is what motivates the behavior. 

- Try this the next time you have to apologize for a bone-headed mistake. Go right at it. The 

fastest and most efficient means of establishing a quick working relationship is to acknowledge 

the negative and diffuse it. Whenever I was dealing with the family of a hostage, I started out 

by saying I knew they were scared. And when I make a mistake—something that happens a 

lot—I always acknowledge the other person’s anger. I’ve found the phrase “Look, I’m an 

asshole” to be an amazingly effective way to make problems go away. That approach has 

never failed me. 

- Research shows that the best way to deal with negativity is to observe it, without reaction 

and without judgment. Then consciously label each negative feeling and replace it with 

positive, compassionate, and solution-based thoughts. 

- Well, the faster we can interrupt the amygdala’s reaction to real or imaginary threats, the 

faster we can clear the road of obstacles, and the quicker we can generate feelings of safety, 

well-being, and trust. We do that by labeling the fears. These labels are so powerful because 

they bathe the fears in sunlight, bleaching them of their power and showing our counterpart 

that we understand. 

- Once they’ve been labeled and brought into the open, the negative reactions in your 

counterpart’s amygdala will begin to soften. I promise it will shock you how suddenly his 

language turns from worry to optimism. Empathy is a powerful mood enhancer. 

- labels help to uncover and identify the primary emotion driving almost all of your 

counterpart’s behavior, the emotion that, once acknowledged, seems to miraculously solve 

everything else. 

- You can almost feel your back muscles tense as you think, Oh please, don’t call on me. So I 

don’t ask. Instead, I say, “In case you’re worried about volunteering to role-play with me in 

front of the class, I want to tell you in advance . . . it’s going to be horrible.” After the laughter 

dies down, I then say, “And those of you who do volunteer will probably get more out of this 

than anyone else.” I always end up with more volunteers than I need. Now, look at what I did: 

I prefaced the conversation by labeling my audience’s fears; how much worse can something 

be than “horrible”? I defuse them and wait, letting it sink in and thereby making the 

unreasonable seem less forbidding. 

- To prepare, the first thing Anna did was sit down with her negotiating partner, Mark, and list 

every negative charge that ABC could level at them. 

- “What else is there you feel is important to add to this?” By labeling the fears and asking for 

input, Anna was able to elicit an important fact about ABC’s fears, namely that ABC was 



expecting this to be a high-profit contract because it thought Anna’s firm was doing quite well 

from the deal. 

- Watch what they do closely, as it’s brilliant: they acknowledge ABC’s situation while 

simultaneously shifting the onus of offering a solution to the smaller company. 

- Anna then asked Angela how she would amend the contract so that everyone made some 

money, which pushed Angela to admit that she saw no way to do so without cutting ABC’s 

worker count. 

- “This is not a good situation but we appreciate the fact that you are acknowledging what 

happened, and we don’t feel like you are mistreating us. And you are not the ‘Big Bad Prime.’” 

- the beauty of going right after negativity is that it brings us to a safe zone of empathy. Every 

one of us has an inherent, human need to be understood, to connect with the person across 

the table. 

- His words ping-pong between “What’s that?” and “I hear you,” both of which invite her to 

elaborate. 

- All that in under two minutes! The next time you find yourself following an angry customer 

at a corner store or airplane line, take a moment and practice labels and mirrors on the service 

person. I promise they won’t scream, “Don’t try to control me!” and burst into flames—and 

you might walk away with a little more than you expected. 

- The reasons why a counterpart will not make an agreement with you are often more 

powerful than why they will make a deal, so focus first on clearing the barriers to agreement. 

Denying barriers or negative influences gives them credence; get them into the open. 

- Pause. After you label a barrier or mirror a statement, let it sink in. 

- Label your counterpart’s fears to diffuse their power. 

- List the worst things that the other party could say about you and say them before the other 

person can. Performing an accusation audit in advance prepares you to head off negative 

dynamics before they take root. And because these accusations often sound exaggerated 

when said aloud, speaking them will encourage the other person to claim that quite the 

opposite is true. 

- Remember you’re dealing with a person who wants to be appreciated and understood. So 

use labels to reinforce and encourage positive perceptions and dynamics. 

- We have it backward. For good negotiators, “No” is pure gold. That negative provides a great 

opportunity for you and the other party to clarify what you really want by eliminating what 

you don’t want. “No” is a safe choice that maintains the status quo; it provides a temporary 

oasis of control. 

- “Yes” and “Maybe” are often worthless. But “No” always alters the conversation. 

- her “No’s” were just the gateway to “Yes.” They gave her—and me—time to pivot, adjust, 

and reexamine, and actually created the environment for the one “Yes” that mattered. 



- “No” is the start of the negotiation, not the end of it. We’ve been conditioned to fear the 

word “No.” But it is a statement of perception far more often than of fact. It seldom means, 

“I have considered all the facts and made a rational choice.” Instead, “No” is often a decision, 

frequently temporary, to maintain the status quo. Change is scary, and “No” provides a little 

protection from that scariness. 

- Jim Camp, in his excellent book, Start with NO,1 counsels the reader to give their adversary 

(his word for counterpart) permission to say “No” from the outset of a negotiation. He calls it 

“the right to veto.” 

- It comes down to the deep and universal human need for autonomy. People need to feel in 

control. When you preserve a person’s autonomy by clearly giving them permission to say 

“No” to your ideas, the emotions calm, the effectiveness of the decisions go up, and the other 

party can really look at your proposal. 

- When someone tells you “No,” you need to rethink the word in one of its alternative—and 

much more real—meanings:         ■    I am not yet ready to agree;         ■    You are making me 

feel uncomfortable;         ■    I do not understand;         ■    I don’t think I can afford it;         ■    I 

want something else;         ■    I need more information; or         ■    I want to talk it over with 

someone else. Then, after pausing, ask solution-based questions or simply label their effect: 

“What about this doesn’t work for you?” “What would you need to make it work?” “It seems 

like there’s something here that bothers you.” People have a need to say, “No.” So don’t just 

hope to hear it at some point; get them to say it early. 

- A counterfeit “yes” is one in which your counterpart plans on saying “no” but either feels 

“yes” is an easier escape route or just wants to disingenuously keep the conversation going to 

obtain more information or some other kind of edge. A confirmation “yes” is generally 

innocent, a reflexive response to a black-or-white question; it’s sometimes used to lay a trap 

but mostly it’s just simple affirmation with no promise of action. And a commitment “yes” is 

the real deal; it’s a true agreement that leads to action, a “yes” at the table that ends with a 

signature on the contract. The commitment “yes” is what you want, but the three types sound 

almost the same so you have to learn how to recognize which one is being used. 

- good negotiators know that their job isn’t to put on a great performance but to gently guide 

their counterpart to discover their goal as his own. 

- “That’s one of the signs, because they should be congratulating themselves when they get 

off the line,” he said. “They don’t need to be congratulating you. That tells me you did too 

much. If they think you did it—if you were the guy who killed it—how is he going to help 

himself? I don’t want to be harsh, but you were horrible.” 

- You see, that whole call had been about me and my ego and not the caller. But the only way 

to get these callers to take action was to have them own the conversation, to believe that they 

were coming to these conclusions, to these necessary next steps, and that the voice at the 

other end was simply a medium for those realizations. 

- you can be sure that everyone you meet is driven by two primal urges: the need to feel safe 

and secure, and the need to feel in control. If you satisfy those drives, you’re in the door. 



- As we saw with my chat with Daryl, you’re not going to logically convince them that they’re 

safe, secure, or in control. Primal needs are urgent and illogical, so arguing them into a corner 

is just going to push your counterpart to flee with a counterfeit “Yes.” 

- You use a question that prompts a “No” answer, and your counterpart feels that by turning 

you down he has proved that he’s in the driver’s seat. Good negotiators welcome—even 

invite—a solid “No” to start, as a sign that the other party is engaged and thinking. 

- “Is now a bad time to talk?” Either you get “Yes, it is a bad time” followed by a good time or 

a request to go away, or you get “No, it’s not” and total focus. 

- Marti told me that she considered a variety of scenarios. She thought about going right at his 

jealousy and hashing it out, or explaining how the job would reflect well on the Bureau: 

“Would you like our office to be honored for its expertise?” But by the time she sat down with 

him, she had picked one of the most strongly worded “No”-oriented setup questions I have 

ever heard. “Do you want the FBI to be embarrassed?” she said. “No,” he answered. “What 

do you want me to do?” she responded. He leaned back in his chair, one of those 1950s faux-

leather numbers that squeak meaningfully when the sitter shifts. He stared at her over his 

glasses and then nodded ever so slightly. He was in control. “Look, you can keep the position,” 

- When I heard Marti do that, I was like, “Bang!” By pushing for a “No,” Marti nudged her 

supervisor into a zone where he was making the decisions. And then she furthered his feelings 

of safety and power with a question inviting him to define her next move. 

- FUND-RAISER: Hello, can I speak with Mr. Smith? MR. SMITH: Yes, this is he. FUND-RAISER: 

I’m calling from the XYZ Committee, and I wanted to ask you a few important questions about 

your views on our economy today. Do you feel that if things stay the way they are, America’s 

best days are ahead of it? MR. SMITH: No, things will only get worse. FUND-RAISER: Are you 

going to sit and watch President Obama take the White House in November without putting 

up a fight? MR. SMITH: No, I’m going to do anything I can to make sure that doesn’t happen. 

FUND-RAISER: If you want to do something today to make sure that doesn’t happen, you can 

give to XYZ Committee, which is working hard to fight for you. See how clearly that swaps 

“Yes” for “No” and offers to take a donation if Mr. Smith wants? 

- There is a big difference between making your counterpart feel that they can say “No” and 

actually getting them to say it. Sometimes, if you’re talking to somebody who is just not 

listening, the only way you can crack their cranium is to antagonize them into “No.” One great 

way to do this is to mislabel one of the other party’s emotions or desires. You say something 

that you know is totally wrong, like “So it seems that you really are eager to leave your job” 

when they clearly want to stay. That forces them to listen and makes them comfortable 

correcting you by saying, “No, that’s not it. This is it.” 

- One great way to do this is to mislabel one of the other party’s emotions or desires. You say 

something that you know is totally wrong, like “So it seems that you really are eager to leave 

your job” when they clearly want to stay. That forces them to listen and makes them 

comfortable correcting you by saying, “No, that’s not it. This is it.” 



- Another way to force “No” in a negotiation is to ask the other party what they don’t want. 

“Let’s talk about what you would say ‘No’ to,” you’d say. And people are comfortable saying 

“No” here because it feels like self-protection. And once you’ve gotten them to say “No,” 

people are much more open to moving forward toward new options and ideas. 

- EMAIL MAGIC: HOW NEVER TO BE IGNORED 

- Triggering “No” peels away the plastic falsehood of “Yes” and gets you to what’s really at 

stake. 

- No” is not a failure. We have learned that “No” is the anti-“Yes” and therefore a word to be 

avoided at all costs. But it really often just means “Wait” or “I’m not comfortable with that.” 

Learn how to hear it calmly. It is not the end of the negotiation, but the beginning. 

- Saying “No” makes the speaker feel safe, secure, and in control, so trigger it. By saying what 

they don’t want, your counterpart defines their space and gains the confidence and comfort 

to listen to you. 

- That’s why “Is now a bad time to talk?” is always better than “Do you have a few minutes to 

talk?” 

- Sometimes the only way to get your counterpart to listen and engage with you is by forcing 

them into a “No.” That means intentionally mislabeling one of their emotions or desires or 

asking a ridiculous question—like, “It seems like you want this project to fail”—that can only 

be answered negatively. 

- Negotiate in their world. Persuasion is not about how bright or smooth or forceful you are. 

It’s about the other party convincing themselves that the solution you want is their own idea. 

So don’t beat them with logic or brute force. Ask them questions that open paths to your 

goals. It’s not about you. 

- ■    If a potential business partner is ignoring you, contact them with a clear and concise 

“No”-oriented question that suggests that you are ready to walk away. “Have you given up on 

this project?” works wonders. 

- CNU developed what is a powerful staple in the high-stakes world of crisis negotiation, the 

Behavioral Change Stairway Model (BCSM). The model proposes five stages—active listening, 

empathy, rapport, influence, and behavioral change—that take any negotiator from listening 

to influencing behavior. 

- One crucial aspect of any negotiation is to figure out how your adversary arrived at his 

position. Sabaya threw out the $10 million ransom based on a business calculation. 

- This “negotiation” between Benjie and me was no different than any other negotiation 

between colleagues who disagree on a strategy. Before you convince them to see what you’re 

trying to accomplish, you have to say the things to them that will get them to say, “That’s 

right.” The “that’s right” breakthrough usually doesn’t come at the beginning of a negotiation. 

It’s invisible to the counterpart when it occurs, and they embrace what you’ve said. To them, 

it’s a subtle epiphany. 



- wrote a two-page document that instructed Benjie to change course. We were going to use 

nearly every tactic in the active listening arsenal:         1.      Effective Pauses: Silence is 

powerful. We told Benjie to use it for emphasis, to encourage Sabaya to keep talking until 

eventually, like clearing out a swamp, the emotions were drained from the 

dialogue.         2.      Minimal Encouragers: Besides silence, we instructed using simple phrases, 

such as “Yes,” “OK,” “Uh-huh,” or “I see,” to effectively convey that Benjie was now paying full 

attention to Sabaya and all he had to say.         3.      Mirroring: Rather than argue with Sabaya 

and try to separate Schilling from the “war damages,” Benjie would listen and repeat back 

what Sabaya said.         4.      Labeling: Benjie should give Sabaya’s feelings a name and identify 

with how he felt. “It all seems so tragically unfair, I can now see why you sound so 

angry.”         5.      Paraphrase: Benjie should repeat what Sabaya is saying back to him in 

Benjie’s own words. This, we told him, would powerfully show him you really do understand 

and aren’t merely parroting his concerns.         6.      Summarize: A good summary is the 

combination of rearticulating the meaning of what is said plus the acknowledgment of the 

emotions underlying that meaning (paraphrasing + labeling = summary). We told Benjie he 

needed to listen and repeat the “world according to Abu Sabaya.” He needed to fully and 

completely summarize all the nonsense that Sabaya had come up with about war damages 

and fishing rights and five hundred years of oppression. And once he did that fully and 

completely, the only possible response for Sabaya, and anyone faced with a good summary, 

would be “that’s right.” 

- In the heat of negotiations for a man’s life, I didn’t appreciate the value of those two words: 

“That’s right.” But when I studied the transcripts and reconstructed the trajectory of the 

negotiations, I realized that Sabaya had changed course when he uttered those words. 

- Why is “you’re right” the worst answer? Consider this: Whenever someone is bothering you, 

and they just won’t let up, and they won’t listen to anything you have to say, what do you tell 

them to get them to shut up and go away? “You’re right.” It works every time. Tell people 

“you’re right” and they get a happy smile on their face and leave you alone for at least twenty-

four hours. But you haven’t agreed to their position. You have used “you’re right” to get them 

to quit bothering you. 

- “You seem to tailor specific treatments and medications for each patient,” she said. “That’s 

right,” he responded. This was the breakthrough she had hoped to reach. The doctor had been 

skeptical and cold. But when she recognized his passion for his patients—using a summary—

the walls came down. He dropped his guard, and she was able to gain his trust. Rather than 

pitch her product, she let him describe his treatment and procedures. With this, she learned 

how her medication would fit into his practice. She then paraphrased what he said about the 

challenges of his practice and reflected them back to him. Once the doctor signaled his trust 

and rapport, she could tout the attributes of her product and describe precisely how it would 

help him reach the outcomes he desired for his patients. He listened intently. “It might be 

perfect for treating a patient who has not benefited from the medication I have been 

prescribing,” he told her. “Let me give yours a try.” She made the sale. 

- Bingo! By asking questions that got him to “that’s right,” my student had achieved his goal. 



- The moment you’ve convinced someone that you truly understand her dreams and feelings 

(the whole world that she inhabits), mental and behavioral change becomes possible, and the 

foundation for a breakthrough has been laid. Use these lessons to lay that 

foundation:         ■    Creating unconditional positive regard opens the door to changing 

thoughts and behaviors. Humans have an innate urge toward socially constructive behavior. 

The more a person feels understood, and positively affirmed in that understanding, the more 

likely that urge for constructive behavior will take hold.         ■    “That’s right” is better than 

“yes.” Strive for it. Reaching “that’s right” in a negotiation creates breakthroughs.         ■    Use 

a summary to trigger a “that’s right.” The building blocks of a good summary are a label 

combined with paraphrasing. Identify, rearticulate, and emotionally affirm “the world 

according to . . 

- We all have irrational blind spots, hidden needs, and undeveloped notions. 

- Compromise is often a “bad deal” and a key theme we’ll hit in this chapter is that “no deal is 

better than a bad deal.” 

- We don’t compromise because it’s right; we compromise because it is easy and because it 

saves face. We compromise in order to say that at least we got half the pie. Distilled to its 

essence, we compromise to be safe. Most people in a negotiation are driven by fear or by the 

desire to avoid pain. Too few are driven by their actual goals. 

- In all the years I’ve been doing work in the private sector, I’ve made it a point to ask nearly 

every entrepreneur and executive I’ve worked with whether, over the course of their entire 

careers, they have ever been a witness to or a party of a negotiation in which a missed 

deadline had negative repercussions. Among hundreds of such clients, there’s one single, 

solitary gentleman who gave the question serious consideration and responded affirmatively. 

Deadlines are often arbitrary, almost always flexible, and hardly ever trigger the consequences 

we think—or are told—they will. Deadlines are the bogeymen of negotiation, almost 

exclusively self-inflicted figments of our imagination, unnecessarily unsettling us for no good 

reason. The mantra we coach our clients on is, “No deal is better than a bad deal.” If that 

mantra can truly be internalized, and clients begin to believe they’ve got all the time they need 

to conduct the negotiation right, their patience becomes a formidable weapon. 

- Cohen landed in the United States with the sinking feeling that he’d been played, and that 

he had conceded too much under deadline pressure. Would he have told them his deadline in 

retrospect? No, Cohen says, because it gave them a tool he didn’t have: “They knew my 

deadline, but I didn’t know theirs.” That mentality is everywhere these days. Seeing a simple 

rule to follow and assuming that a deadline is a strategic weakness, most negotiators follow 

Cohen’s advice and hide their drop-dead date. 

- “If you approach a negotiation thinking that the other guy thinks like you, you’re wrong,” I 

say. “That’s not empathy; that’s projection.” 

- In Descartes’ Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain,2 neuroscientist Antonio 

Damasio explained a groundbreaking discovery he made. Studying people who had damage 

in the part of the brain where emotions are generated, he found that they all had something 



peculiar in common: They couldn’t make decisions. They could describe what they should do 

in logical terms, but they found it impossible to make even the simplest choice. In other words, 

while we may use logic to reason ourselves toward a decision, the actual decision making is 

governed by emotion. 

- In the Ultimatum Game, years of experience has shown me that most accepters will 

invariably reject any offer that is less than half of the proposer’s money. Once you get to a 

quarter of the proposer’s money you can forget it and the accepters are insulted. Most people 

make an irrational choice to let the dollar slip through their fingers rather than to accept a 

derisory offer, because the negative emotional value of unfairness outweighs the positive 

rational value of the money. 

- “We just want what’s fair,” she said. Emotionally rattled by the implicit accusation, the guy 

raised his offer immediately. If you’re on the business end of this accusation, you need to 

realize that the other side might not be trying to pick your pocket; like my friend, they might 

just be overwhelmed by circumstance. The best response either way is to take a deep breath 

and restrain your desire to concede. Then say, “Okay, I apologize. Let’s stop everything and go 

back to where I started treating you unfairly and we’ll fix it.” 

- If you find yourself in this situation, the best reaction is to simply mirror the “F” that has just 

been lobbed at you. “Fair?” you’d respond, pausing to let the word’s power do to them as it 

was intended to do to you. Follow that with a label: “It seems like you’re ready to provide the 

evidence that supports that,” 

- The last use of the F-word is my favorite because it’s positive and constructive. It sets the 

stage for honest and empathetic negotiation. Here’s how I use it: Early on in a negotiation, I 

say, “I want you to feel like you are being treated fairly at all times. So please stop me at any 

time if you feel I’m being unfair, and we’ll address it.” It’s simple and clear and sets me up as 

an honest dealer. With that statement, I let people know it is okay to use that word with me 

if they use it honestly. As a negotiator, you should strive for a reputation of being fair. Your 

reputation precedes you. Let it precede you in a way that paves success. 

- If you can get the other party to reveal their problems, pain, and unmet objectives—if you 

can get at what people are really buying—then you can sell them a vision of their problem 

that leaves your proposal as the perfect solution. Look at this from the most basic level. What 

does a good babysitter sell, really? It’s not child care exactly, but a relaxed evening. A furnace 

salesperson? Cozy rooms for family time. A locksmith? A feeling of security. 

- By far the best theory for describing the principles of our irrational decisions is something 

called Prospect Theory. Created in 1979 by the psychologists Daniel Kahneman and Amos 

Tversky, prospect theory describes how people choose between options that involve risk, like 

in a negotiation. The theory argues that people are drawn to sure things over probabilities, 

even when the probability is a better choice. That’s called the Certainty Effect. And people will 

take greater risks to avoid losses than to achieve gains. That’s called Loss Aversion. 



- it’s not enough to show the other party that you can deliver the thing they want. To get real 

leverage, you have to persuade them that they have something concrete to lose if the deal 

falls through. 

- ANCHOR THEIR EMOTIONS 

- “I got a lousy proposition for you,” I said, and paused until each asked me to go on. “By the 

time we get off the phone, you’re going to think I’m a lousy businessman. You’re going to think 

I can’t budget or plan. You’re going to think Chris Voss is a big talker. His first big project ever 

out of the FBI, he screws it up completely. He doesn’t know how to run an operation. And he 

might even have lied to me.” And then, once I’d anchored their emotions in a minefield of low 

expectations, I played on their loss aversion. “Still, I wanted to bring this opportunity to you 

before I took it to someone else,” I said. Suddenly, their call wasn’t about being cut from 

$2,000 to $500 but how not to lose $500 to some other guy. Every single one of them took 

the deal. No counteroffers, no complaints. Now, if I hadn’t anchored their emotions low, their 

perception of $500 would have been totally different. If I’d just called and said, “I can give you 

$500 per day. What do you think?” they’d have taken it as an insult and slammed down the 

phone. 

- The tendency to be anchored by extreme numbers is a psychological quirk known as the 

“anchor and adjustment” effect. 

- When confronted with naming your terms or price, counter by recalling a similar deal which 

establishes your “ballpark,” albeit the best possible ballpark you wish to be in. Instead of 

saying, “I’m worth $110,000,” Jerry might have said, “At top places like X Corp., people in this 

job get between $130,000 and $170,000.” That gets your point across without moving the 

other party into a defensive position. And it gets him thinking at higher levels. Research shows 

that people who hear extreme anchors unconsciously adjust their expectations in the 

direction of the opening number. Many even go directly to their price limit. If Jerry had given 

this range, the firm probably would have offered $130,000 because it looked so cheap next to 

$170,000. 

- In a recent study,4 Columbia Business School psychologists found that job applicants who 

named a range received significantly higher overall salaries than those who offered a number, 

especially if their range was a “bolstering range,” in which the low number in the range was 

what they actually wanted. 

- One of the easiest ways to bend your counterpart’s reality to your point of view is by pivoting 

to nonmonetary terms. After you’ve anchored them high, you can make your offer seem 

reasonable by offering things that aren’t important to you but could be important to them. Or 

if their offer is low you could ask for things that matter more to you than them. Since this is 

sometimes difficult, what we often do is throw out examples to start the brainstorming 

process. 

- constantly use that as an example in my negotiations now when I name a price. I want to 

stimulate my counterpart’s brainstorming to see what valuable nonmonetary gems they might 

have that are cheap to them but valuable to me. 



- WHEN YOU DO TALK NUMBERS, USE ODD ONES 

- SURPRISE WITH A GIFT 

- His new price? $7,500. In response, we had the cousin “spontaneously” say he’d throw in a 

new portable CD stereo and repeated the $4,751. The kidnappers, who didn’t really want the 

CD stereo felt there was no more money to be had, said yes. 

- HOW TO NEGOTIATE A BETTER SALARY 

- She kept asking—with a big smile—for an extra week of vacation beyond what the company 

normally gave. She was “French,” she said, and that’s what French people did. The hiring 

company was completely handcuffed on the vacation issue, but because she was so darned 

delightful, and because she introduced a nonmonetary variable into the notion of her value, 

they countered by increasing her salary offer. 

- Once you’ve negotiated a salary, make sure to define success for your position—as well as 

metrics for your next raise. That’s meaningful for you and free for your boss, much like giving 

me a magazine cover story was for the bar association. 

- Ask: “What does it take to be successful here?” Please notice that this question is similar to 

- To show how this can be done to near perfection, I can think of no better example than my 

former MBA student Angel Prado. 

- And then Angel courteously asked for a moment to step away and print up the agreed-upon 

job description. This pause created a dynamic of pre-deadline urgency in his boss, which Angel 

exploited when he returned with the printout. On the bottom, he’d added his desired 

compensation: “$134.5k—$143k.” In that one little move, Angel weaved together a bunch of 

the lessons from this chapter. The odd numbers gave them the weight of thoughtful 

calculation. The numbers were high too, which exploited his boss’s natural tendency to go 

directly to his price limit when faced by an extreme anchor. And they were a range, which 

made Angel seem less aggressive and the lower end more reasonable in comparison. 

- As the icing on the cake, Angel worked in a positive use of the word “Fair” (“That’s fair,” he 

said), and then sold the raise to his boss as a marriage in which his boss would be the mentor. 

“I’m asking you, not the board, for the promotion, and all I need is for you to agree with it,” 

he said. And how did Angel’s boss reply to his new ambassador? “I’ll fight to get you this 

salary.” 

- In response, let me just say that these tools are used by all the best negotiators because they 

simply recognize the human psyche as it is. We are emotional, irrational beasts who are 

emotional and irrational in predictable, pattern-filled ways. Using that knowledge is only, well, 

rational. 

- As you work these tools into your daily life, remember the following powerful lessons: 

- When your counterpart drops the F-bomb, don’t get suckered into a concession. Instead, ask 

them to explain how you’re mistreating them. 



- People will take more risks to avoid a loss than to realize a gain. Make sure your counterpart 

sees that there is something to lose by inaction. 

- We learned that negotiation was coaxing, not overcoming; co-opting, not defeating. Most 

important, we learned that successful negotiation involved getting your counterpart to do the 

work for you and suggest your solution himself. It involved giving him the illusion of control 

while you, in fact, were the one defining the conversation. 

- it’s really as simple as removing the hostility from the statement “You can’t leave” and 

turning it into a question. “What do you hope to achieve by going?” 

- hope is not a strategy. 

- That’s when I had my “Holy shit!” moment and realized that this is the technique I’d been 

waiting for. Instead of asking some closed-ended question with a single correct answer, he’d 

asked an open-ended, yet calibrated one that forced the other guy to pause and actually think 

about how to solve the problem. I thought to myself, This is perfect! It’s a natural and normal 

question, not a request for a fact. It’s a “how” question, and “how” engages because “how” 

asks for help. 

- You don’t directly persuade them to see your ideas. Instead, you ride them to your ideas. As 

the saying goes, the best way to ride a horse is in the direction in which it is going. Our job as 

persuaders is easier than we think. It’s not to get others believing what we say. It’s just to stop 

them unbelieving. Once we achieve that, the game’s half-won. “Unbelief is the friction that 

keeps persuasion in check,” Dutton says. “Without it, there’d be no limits.” 

- Just then a senior physician arrived. After calmly offering the patient a glass of water and 

asking if they could chat for a minute, he said he understood why the patient was pissed off 

and promised to call the lab to see why the results were delayed. But what he did next is what 

really suspended the patient’s unbelief: he asked a calibrated question—what he felt was so 

important about leaving—and then when the patient said he had errands to handle, the 

doctor offered to connect the patient with services that could help him get them done. And, 

boom, the patient volunteered to stay. What’s so powerful about the senior doctor’s 

technique is that he took what was a showdown—“I’m going to leave” versus “You can’t 

leave”—and asked questions that led the patient to solve his own problem . . . in the way the 

doctor wanted. 

- As an old Washington Post editor named Robert Estabrook once said, “He who has learned 

to disagree without being disagreeable has discovered the most valuable secret of 

negotiation.” 

- Then, once you’ve picked out what you want, instead of hitting them with a hard offer, you 

can just say the price is a bit more than you budgeted and ask for help with one of the greatest-

of-all-time calibrated questions: “How am I supposed to do that?” 

- The folks at the big company were not paying their bills, and as time went on, they owed my 

client more and more money. They kept her on the hook by promising lots of repeat business, 

implying that she would get a pile of revenue if she just kept working. She felt trapped. My 



advice for her was simple: I told her to engage them in a conversation where she summarized 

the situation and then asked, “How am I supposed to do that?” 

- Then a few days later she called me, totally giddy with happiness. The client had called with 

another request and she had finally gotten up the courage to summarize the situation, and 

ask, “How am I supposed to do that?” And you know what? The answer she got was “You’re 

right, you can’t and I apologize.” 

- Calibrated questions have the power to educate your counterpart on what the problem is 

rather than causing conflict by telling them what the problem is. 

- “who,” “what,” “when,” “where,” “why,” and “how.” Those words inspire your counterpart 

to think and then speak expansively. But let me cut the list even further: it’s best to start with 

“what,” “how,” and sometimes “why.” Nothing else. “Who,” “when,” and “where” will often 

just get your counterpart to share a fact without thinking. And “why” can backfire. 

- “Why would you ever change from the way you’ve always done things and try my approach?” 

is an example. “Why would your company ever change from your long-standing vendor and 

choose our company?” 

- Having just two words to start with might not seem like a lot of ammunition, but trust me, 

you can use “what” and “how” to calibrate nearly any question. “Does this look like something 

you would like?” can become “How does this look to you?” or “What about this works for 

you?” You can even ask, “What about this doesn’t work for you?” and you’ll probably trigger 

quite a bit of useful information from your counterpart. 

- Here are some other great standbys that I use in almost every negotiation, depending on the 

situation:         ■    What about this is important to you?         ■    How can I help to make this 

better for us?         ■    How would you like me to proceed?         ■    What is it that brought us 

into this situation?         ■    How can we solve this problem?         ■    What’s the objective? / 

What are we trying to accomplish here?         ■    How am I supposed to do that? 

- the key to getting people to see things your way is not to confront them on their ideas (“You 

can’t leave”) but to acknowledge their ideas openly (“I understand why you’re pissed off”) and 

then guide them toward solving the problem (“What do you hope to accomplish by leaving?”). 

- The script we came up with hit all the best practices of negotiation we’ve talked about so far. 

Here it is by steps:         1.      A “No”-oriented email question to reinitiate contact: “Have you 

given up on settling this amicably?”         2.      A statement that leaves only the answer of 

“That’s right” to form a dynamic of agreement: “It seems that you feel my bill is not 

justified.”         3.      Calibrated questions about the problem to get him to reveal his thinking: 

“How does this bill violate our agreement?”         4.      More “No”-oriented questions to 

remove unspoken barriers: “Are you saying I misled you?” “Are you saying I didn’t do as you 

asked?” “Are you saying I reneged on our agreement?” or “Are you saying I failed 

you?”         5.      Labeling and mirroring the essence of his answers if they are not acceptable 

so he has to consider them again: “It seems like you feel my work was subpar.” Or “. . . my 

work was subpar?”         6.      A calibrated question in reply to any offer other than full 

payment, in order to get him to offer a solution: “How am I supposed to accept 



that?”         7.      If none of this gets an offer of full payment, a label that flatters his sense of 

control and power: “It seems like you are the type of person who prides himself on the way 

he does business—rightfully so—and has a knack for not only expanding the pie but making 

the ship run more efficiently.”         8.      A long pause and then one more “No”-oriented 

question: “Do you want to be known as someone who doesn’t fulfill agreements?” From my 

long experience in negotiation, scripts like this have a 90 percent success rate. That is, if the 

negotiator stays calm and rational. And that’s a big if. In 

- KEY LESSONS 

- Who has control in a conversation, the guy listening or the guy talking? The listener, of 

course. 

- There is always a team on the other side. If you are not influencing those behind the table, 

you are vulnerable. 

- The kidnapper who was negotiating with Julie seemed extremely perplexed by her persistent 

questions, and he kept asking for time to think. That slowed everything down, but he never 

got angry with Julie. Answering questions gave him the illusion that he had control of the 

negotiation. 

- The trick to “How” questions is that, correctly used, they are gentle and graceful ways to say 

“No” and guide your counterpart to develop a better solution—your solution. A gentle 

How/No invites collaboration and leaves your counterpart with a feeling of having been 

treated with respect. 

- As Julie did, the first and most common “No” question you’ll use is some version of “How am 

I supposed to do that?” (for example, “How can we raise that much?”). Your tone of voice is 

critical as this phrase can be delivered as either an accusation or a request for assistance. So 

pay attention to your voice. This question tends to have the positive effect of making the other 

side take a good look at your situation. This positive dynamic is what I refer to as “forced 

empathy,” and it’s especially effective if leading up to it you’ve already been empathic with 

your counterpart. 

- Besides saying “No,” the other key benefit of asking “How?” is, quite literally, that it forces 

your counterpart to consider and explain how a deal will be implemented. A deal is nothing 

without good implementation. Poor implementation is the cancer that eats your profits. 

- There are two key questions you can ask to push your counterparts to think they are defining 

success their way: “How will we know we’re on track?” and “How will we address things if we 

find we’re off track?” When they answer, you summarize their answers until you get a “That’s 

right.” Then you’ll know they’ve bought in. 

- Let the other side feel victory. Let them think it was their idea. Subsume your ego. 

Remember: “Yes” is nothing without “How.” So keep asking “How?” And succeed. 

- When implementation happens by committee, the support of that committee is key. You 

always have to identify and unearth their motivations, even if you haven’t yet identified each 

individual on that committee. That can be easy as asking a few calibrated questions, like “How 



does this affect the rest of your team?” or “How on board are the people not on this call?” or 

simply “What do your colleagues see as their main challenges in this area?” 

- When other people will be affected by what is negotiated and can assert their rights or power 

later on, it’s just stupid to consider only the interests of those at the negotiation table. 

- At the end of the day, the deal killers often are more important than the deal makers. 

- (A surprisingly high percentage of negotiations hinge on something outside dollars and cents, 

often having more to do with self-esteem, status, and other nonfinancial needs.) 

- We could have avoided all that had we asked a few calibrated questions, like: How does this 

affect everybody else? How on board is the rest of your team? How do we make sure that we 

deliver the right material to the right people? How do we ensure the managers of those we’re 

training are fully on board? 

- There is great power in treating jerks with deference. It gives you the ability to be extremely 

assertive—to say “No”—in a hidden fashion. 

- You see, it’s best not to go chin to chin with aggressiveness like that of Alastair’s kidnapper; 

rather, default to using “what” and “how” questions to avoid making bids or adjusting your 

own negotiating position. Dodge and weave. 

- You see, body language and tone of voice—not words—are our most powerful assessment 

tools. That’s why I’ll often fly great distances to meet someone face-to-face, even when I can 

say much of what needs to be said over the phone. 

- When someone’s tone of voice or body language does not align with the meaning of the 

words they say, use labels to discover the source of the incongruence. Here’s an example: You: 

“So we’re agreed?” Them: “Yes . . .” You: “I heard you say, ‘Yes,’ but it seemed like there was 

hesitation in your voice.” Them: “Oh, it’s nothing really.” You: “No, this is important, let’s make 

sure we get this right.” Them: “Thanks, I appreciate it.” This is the way 

- The Rule of Three is simply getting the other guy to agree to the same thing three times in 

the same conversation. It’s tripling the strength of whatever dynamic you’re trying to drill into 

at the moment. In doing so, it uncovers problems before they happen. It’s really hard to 

repeatedly lie or fake conviction. When I first learned this skill, my biggest fear was how to 

avoid sounding like a broken record or coming off as really pushy. The answer, I learned, is to 

vary your tactics. The first time they agree to something or give you a commitment, that’s No. 

1. For No. 2 you might label or summarize what they said so they answer, “That’s right.” And 

No. 3 could be a calibrated “How” or “What” question about implementation that asks them 

to explain what will constitute success, something like “What do we do if we get off track?” 

Or the three times might just be the same calibrated question phrased three different ways, 

like “What’s the biggest challenge you faced? What are we up against here? What do you see 

as being the most difficult thing to get around?” 

- It’s what W. C. Fields meant when he talked about baffling someone with bullshit. The 

researchers dubbed this the Pinocchio Effect because, just like Pinocchio’s nose, the number 



of words grew along with the lie. People who are lying are, understandably, more worried 

about being believed, so they work harder—too hard, as it were—at being believable. 

- away from the table to keep from getting pinned down. Our cabdriver kidnapper in the 

Philippines of Alastair Onglingswan used “we,” “they,” and “them” so rigorously early on in 

the kidnapping I was convinced we were engaged with their leader. I just never knew how 

literally true it was until the rescue. In the Chase Manhattan Bank robbery from Chapter 2, the 

bank robber Chris Watts consistently talked out how dangerous the “others” were and how 

little influence he had on them, all a lie. 

- I was in an outlet mall a few months after the Kansas experience and I picked out some shirts 

in one of the stores. At the front counter the young lady asked me if I wanted to join their 

frequent buyer program. I asked her if I got a discount for joining and she said, “No.” So I 

decided to try another angle. I said in a friendly manner, “My name is Chris. What’s the Chris 

discount?” She looked from the register, met my eyes, and gave a little laugh. “I’ll have to ask 

my manager, Kathy,” she said and turned to the woman who’d been standing next to her. 

Kathy, who’d heard the whole exchange, said, “The best I can do is ten percent.” Humanize 

yourself. Use your name to introduce yourself. Say it in a fun, friendly way. Let them enjoy the 

interaction, too. And get your own special price. 

- Like you saw Aaron and Julie do with their kidnappers, the best way to get your counterparts 

to lower their demands is to say “No” using “How” questions. These indirect ways of saying 

“No” won’t shut down your counterpart the way a blunt, pride-piercing “No” would. 

- The first step in the “No” series is the old standby: “How am I supposed to do that?” You 

have to deliver it in a deferential way, so it becomes a request for help. Properly delivered, it 

invites the other side to participate in your dilemma and solve it with a better offer. After that, 

some version of “Your offer is very generous, I’m sorry, that just doesn’t work for me” is an 

elegant second way to say “No.” This well-tested response avoids making a counteroffer, and 

the use of “generous” nurtures your counterpart to live up to the word. The “I’m sorry” also 

softens the “No” and builds empathy. (You can ignore the so-called negotiating experts who 

say apologies are always signs of weakness.) Then you can use something like “I’m sorry but 

I’m afraid I just can’t do that.” It’s a little more direct, and the “can’t do that” does great double 

duty. By expressing an inability to perform, it can trigger the other side’s empathy toward you. 

“I’m sorry, no” is a slightly more succinct version for the fourth “No.” If delivered gently, it 

barely sounds negative at all. 

- Jesus told Joaquin that he’d truly screwed up. But they both knew that Bruno was pretty 

desperate to sell. So they decided to use the multi-step “No” strategy to get Bruno to bid 

against himself. The worst-case scenario, they decided, was that Bruno would just change his 

mind about selling his shares and the status quo would continue. 

- but in the end he relented. There’s a critical lesson there: The art of closing a deal is staying 

focused to the very end. There are crucial points at the finale when you must draw on your 

mental discipline. 



- As you put the following tools to use, remember this chapter’s most important concept. That 

is, “Yes” is nothing without “How.” Asking “How,” knowing “How,” and defining “How” are all 

part of the effective negotiator’s arsenal. He would be unarmed without them. 

- You know the moment: you’ve mirrored and labeled your way to a degree of rapport; an 

accusation audit has cleared any lingering mental or emotional obstacles, and you’ve 

identified and summarized the interests and positions at stake, eliciting a “That’s right,” and . 

. . Now it’s time to bargain. 

- If your counterparts are sociable, peace-seeking, optimistic, distractible, and poor time 

managers, they’re probably Accommodators. 

- To an Assertive, every silence is an opportunity to speak more. Mirrors are a wonderful tool 

with this type. So are calibrated questions, labels, and summaries. The most important thing 

to get from an Assertive will be a “that’s right” that may come in the form of a “that’s it 

exactly” or “you hit it on the head.” 

- A CEO once told me he expected nine of ten negotiations to fail. This CEO was likely projecting 

his beliefs onto the other side. In reality, he probably only matched with someone like-minded 

one of ten times. If he understood that his counterpart was different from him, he would most 

surely have increased his success rate. 

- The Black Swan rule is don’t treat others the way you want to be treated; treat them the way 

they need to be treated. (I’ve got a complementary PDF available that will help you identify 

your type and that of those around you. Please visit http://info .blackswanltd.com/3-types.) 

- First, deflect the punch in a way that opens up your counterpart. Successful negotiators often 

say “No” in one of the many ways we’ve talked about (“How am I supposed to accept that?”) 

or deflect the anchor with questions like “What are we trying to accomplish here?” Responses 

like these are great ways to refocus your counterpart when you feel you’re being pulled into 

the compromise trap. 

- You can do this directly by saying, in an encouraging tone of voice, “Let’s put price off to the 

side for a moment and talk about what would make this a good deal.” Or you could go at it 

more obliquely by asking, “What else would you be able to offer to make that a good price for 

me?” And if the other side pushes you to go first, wriggle from his grip. Instead of naming a 

price, allude to an incredibly high number that someone else might charge. Once when a 

hospital chain wanted me to name a price first, I said, “Well, if you go to Harvard Business 

School, they’re going to charge you $2,500 a day per student.” 

- And so when someone puts out a ridiculous offer, one that really pisses you off, take a deep 

breath, allow little anger, and channel it—at the proposal, not the person—and say, “I don’t 

see how that would ever work.” Such well-timed offense-taking—known as “strategic 

umbrage”—can wake your counterpart to the problem. In studies by Columbia University 

academics Daniel Ames and Abbie Wazlawek, people on the receiving end of strategic 

umbrage were more likely to rate themselves as overassertive, even when the counterpart 

didn’t think so. 



- I know it sounds weird, but it works. The basic format goes like this: When you want to flip a 

dubious counterpart to your side, ask them, “Why would you do that?” but in a way that the 

“that” favors you. Let me explain. If you are working to lure a client away from a competitor, 

you might say, “Why would you ever do business with me? Why would you ever change from 

your existing supplier? They’re great!” 

- The person across the table is never the problem. The unsolved issue is. So focus on the issue. 

This is one of the most basic tactics for avoiding emotional escalations. 

- The Ackerman model is an offer-counteroffer method, at least on the surface. But it is a very 

effective system for beating the usual lackluster bargaining dynamic, which has the 

predictable result of meeting in the middle. The systematized and easy-to-remember process 

has only four steps:         1.      Set your target price (your goal).         2.      Set your first offer at 

65 percent of your target price.         3.      Calculate three raises of decreasing increments (to 

85, 95, and 100 percent).         4.      Use lots of empathy and different ways of saying “No” to 

get the other side to counter before you increase your offer.         5.      When calculating the 

final amount, use precise, nonround numbers like, say, $37,893 rather than $38,000. It gives 

the number credibility and weight.         6.      On your final number, throw in a nonmonetary 

item (that they probably don’t want) to show you’re at your limit. 

- Researchers have found that people getting concessions often feel better about the 

bargaining process than those who are given a single firm, “fair” offer. In fact, they feel better 

even when they end up paying more—or receiving less—than they otherwise might. 

- Finally, I dropped the weird number that closed the deal. I’ll never forget the head of the 

Miami FBI office calling my colleague the next day and saying, “Voss got this guy out for 

$4,751? How does $1 make a difference?” They were howling with laughter, and they had a 

point. That $1 is ridiculous. But it works on our human nature. Notice that you can’t buy 

anything for $2, but you can buy a million things for $1.99. How does a cent change anything? 

It doesn’t. But it makes a difference every time. We just like $1.99 more than $2.00 even if we 

know it’s a trick. 

- “You fall to your highest level of preparation,” 

- Conflict brings out truth, creativity, and resolution. 

- So the next time you find yourself face-to-face with a bare-knuckle bargainer, remember the 

lessons in this chapter.         ■    Identify your counterpart’s negotiating style. Once you know 

whether they are Accommodator, Assertive, or Analyst, you’ll know the correct way to 

approach them.         ■    Prepare, prepare, prepare. When the pressure is on, you don’t rise to 

the occasion; you fall to your highest level of preparation. So design an ambitious but 

legitimate goal and then game out the labels, calibrated questions, and responses you’ll use 

to get there. That way, once you’re at the bargaining table, you won’t have to wing 

it.         ■    Get ready to take a punch. Kick-ass negotiators usually lead with an extreme anchor 

to knock you off your game. If you’re not ready, you’ll flee to your maximum without a fight. 

So prepare your dodging tactics to avoid getting sucked into the compromise trap.         ■    Set 

boundaries, and learn to take a punch or punch back, without anger. The guy across the table 



is not the problem; the situation is.         ■    Prepare an Ackerman plan. Before you head into 

the weeds of bargaining, you’ll need a plan of extreme anchor, calibrated questions, and well-

defined offers. Remember: 65, 85, 95, 100 percent. Decreasing raises and ending on nonround 

numbers will get your counterpart to believe that he’s squeezing you for all you’re worth when 

you’re really getting to the number you want. 

- This is a crucial concept in negotiation. In every negotiating session, there are different kinds 

of information. There are those things we know, like our counterpart’s name and their offer 

and our experiences from other negotiations. Those are known knowns. There are those 

things we are certain that exist but we don’t know, like the possibility that the other side might 

get sick and leave us with another counterpart. Those are known unknowns and they are like 

poker wild cards; you know they’re out there but you don’t know who has them. But most 

important are those things we don’t know that we don’t know, pieces of information we’ve 

never imagined but that would be game changing if uncovered. Maybe our counterpart wants 

the deal to fail because he’s leaving for a competitor. These unknown unknowns are Black 

Swans. 

- when bits and pieces of a case don’t add up it’s usually because our frames of reference are 

off; they will never add up unless we break free of our expectations. 

- Remember, negotiation is more like walking on a tightrope than competing against an 

opponent. Focusing so much on the end objective will only distract you from the next step, 

and that can cause you to fall off the rope. Concentrate on the next step because the rope will 

lead you to the end as long as all the steps are completed. 

- it often doesn’t matter what leverage actually exists against you; what really matters is the 

leverage they think you have on them. That’s why I say there’s always leverage: as an 

essentially emotional concept, it can be manufactured whether it exists or not. If they’re 

talking to you, you have leverage. Who has leverage in a kidnapping? The kidnapper or the 

victim’s family? Most people think the kidnapper has all the leverage. Sure, the kidnapper has 

something you love, but you have something they lust for. Which is more powerful? 

- Maybe he wants to buy your firm over time. Help him do that, if he’ll increase the price. 

Maybe his offer is all the money he has. Help him get what he wants—your business—by 

saying you can only sell him 75 percent for his offer. 

- Getting a good deal may push us toward making a risky bet, but saving our reputation from 

destruction is a much stronger motivation. 

- Who is their audience? What signifies status and reputation to them? What most worries 

them? To find this information, one method is to go outside the negotiating table and speak 

to a third party that knows your counterpart. The most effective method is to gather it from 

interactions with your counterpart. 

- If you shove your negative leverage down your counterpart’s throat, it might be perceived 

as you taking away their autonomy. People will often sooner die than give up their autonomy. 

They’ll at least act irrationally and shut off the negotiation. 



- Every person has a set of rules and a moral framework. Normative leverage is using the other 

party’s norms and standards to advance your position. If you can show inconsistencies 

between their beliefs and their actions, you have normative leverage. No one likes to look like 

a hypocrite. 

- In any negotiation, but especially in a tense one like this, it’s not how well you speak but how 

well you listen that determines your success. Understanding the “other” is a precondition to 

be able to speak persuasively and develop options that resonate for them. There is the visible 

negotiation and then all the things that are hidden under the surface (the secret negotiation 

space wherein the Black Swans dwell). Access to this hidden space very often comes through 

understanding the other side’s worldview, their reason for being, 

- Watson also told us he was a veteran, and veterans had rules. This is the kind of music you 

want to hear, as it provides normative leverage. 

- The reason for that is something called the “paradox of power”—namely, the harder we push 

the more likely we are to be met with resistance. That’s why you have to use negative leverage 

sparingly. 

- By positioning your demands within the worldview your counterpart uses to make decisions, 

you show them respect and that gets you attention and results. Knowing your counterpart’s 

religion is more than just gaining normative leverage per se. Rather, it’s gaining a holistic 

understanding of your counterpart’s worldview—in this case, literally a religion—and using 

that knowledge to inform your negotiating moves. 

- here are two tips for reading religion correctly: ■   Review everything you hear. You will not 

hear everything the first time, so double-check. Compare notes with your team members. You 

will often discover new information that will help you advance the negotiation. ■   Use backup 

listeners whose only job is to listen between the lines. They will hear things you miss. 

- And he hired us at that moment. By showing that I understood his deeper reasons for being 

and accessing a sense of similarity, of mutual belongingness, I was able to bring him to the 

deal. The minute I established a kind of shared identity with this Christian, we were in. Not 

simply because of similarity alone, but because of the understanding implied by that moment 

of similarity. 


