
 Introduction 

 How often are you required to negotiate effectively as a business analyst? 
If you start with the premise that the majority of interactions with other 
humans involve some form of negotiation, the answer could well be ‘most 
of the time’. 

 In this chapter we will examine fi ve questions which will help you to 
achieve better results from your interactions, and which will also make the 
process of negotiating easier. The questions work very well for formal as 
well as more informal negotiations. 

 It might be worth pointing out before we start that the ability to ask 
good questions is what characterizes the really good negotiators. That, and 
the ability to keep quiet and let the other party do the talking. We have two 
ears and one mouth, and good negotiators use that ratio when they get into 
conversation with others. Corrine Thomas talked about this in her section 
on listening in Chapter 5.   

 Question 1: Why are we here? 

 One of the biggest traps I see people fall into when they negotiate is get-
ting into the detail too quickly. It is probably a result of lack of time and 
a continuous sense of urgency: we feel we need to ‘get on with it’ and stop 
dancing around the edges of the discussion. As a result, the two parties enter 
into the discussion without understanding the fundamentals. This can then 
lead to missed opportunities for collaboration, and either win/lose or win a 
bit/lose a bit outcomes, neither of which are entirely satisfactory from the 
business perspective. 
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 So, before we allow ourselves to get into the detail of the situation we are 
trying to negotiate around, we need to ask some really important questions, 
which start with ‘why are we here?’. Other important questions about each 
other’s context can then fl ow from this. All the time we are hanging back 
from getting into the detail. The longer you spend in this exploratory phase, 
the easier it will be for you when you get into the content. 

 Let’s use an example: a negotiation about gaining access to some confi -
dential information. You have been given the name of the owner of this data 
by the project sponsor, and are meeting to discuss an email the data owner 
sent you, saying that he is not able to give you the access you require. Here 
is how our exploratory questioning might play out:  

 TABLE W3.1  Negotiating a dispute over access to client data 

 Question  End conclusion 

 Why are we here? To agree what access is given to the data

 What is important? We resolve this between us

Neither of us is seen to be breaching the rules

Each of us is seen to have done their job 
professionally

 What do we both want 
from this? 

To get it over and done with so we can get some 
work done!

To not have to escalate it

To keep a working relationship intact

 What will happen if we 
can’t agree? 

We will have to escalate it and it will be taken 
out of our hands

Our competence might be called into question

We might lose the chance to collaborate, and it 
becomes win/lose (one of us ends up 
disappointed)

 Without these things being discussed, we may miss the chance to recognize 
that in fact we need to work together, and that some collaboration is impor-
tant. A win/lose is a bad result for both of us, and the stakes are quite high. 
If we rush into this negotiation then we are taking a risk that we don’t need, 
and that could have negative consequences. An investment of 10 minutes 
exploring these questions will pay dividends when we get into the content 
–  which we are not going to do yet as we need to ask another question fi rst!    
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 Question 2: How shall we do this? 

 Now we are clear on what is important and what we are negotiating about 
(the context), we are going to attempt to agree (and maybe even negotiate) 
 how  best to go about the discussion (the process). There is only one question 
to ask at this stage:  

 ‘How do you suggest we go about this?’  
 Maybe, using our access to confi dential data example, we can agree 

that we will list out several options fi rst and then agree on the best. 
Maybe the data owner will ask you to propose a solution, and you say 
you have a couple in mind that you can propose and subsequently decide 
between you which you like best. Maybe you will agree that each of you 
makes a proposal in turn, and you will then debate the pros and cons of 
each. 

 Whatever you decide on, you now have an agreed process for going about 
the negotiation. There is no hidden agenda, you both know that your turn 
will come to propose your case, and there is a sense of equal power in the 
room. You do not need to be wary about questions from each other, as you 
know where they fi t in the process you have agreed. 

 Using this technique builds a sense of trust and openness between you, 
which will make it more likely that you will be able to collaborate. If 
you think about it, you have already successfully negotiated something 
between you at this point, producing an atmosphere of progress and joint 
success – good conditions in which to enter the content stage of the nego-
tiation! At this stage we are going to have two killer questions in our 
toolkit which we will now explore in more detail:   

 Question 3: What’s it worth? 

 In all my years of negotiation training, the question that people seem to fi nd 
most useful to add to their toolkit is the one that enables them to fi nd out 
what the other party thinks something is worth before they propose a price 
for it. It’s dead simple:  

 ‘What’s it worth?’  
 You know this makes sense! How often have you done a deal with some-

one who grabs your hand and shakes it before you have fi nished saying ‘it’s 
a deal’? You have that awful feeling of having left something on the table. It 
probably happens more often than you realize. 

 ‘What’s it worth?’ gets them to go fi rst. Find out what they think 
something is worth before you put your value on it. Then you can re-
adjust if necessary, or if you can’t readjust, at least you know whether 
you have an easy settlement available to you, or whether this one is going 
to be tricky. 
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 Let’s come back to our example of gaining access to some confi dential 
data. Maybe the conversation might play like this:  

  You : What would it be worth to you to be given sight of the 
fi nal report before we publish it, to verify that we have 
not used any of your data inappropriately? 

  Data owner : That would make all the difference in the world and 
allay all of my concerns. Thank you for suggesting it.  

  That was easy.  

 Alternatively…  

  Data owner : That would make no difference. I would still have 
contravened the policy I wrote and be highly exposed.  

  Less easy, now you know you are going to need to be creative.  

 In either case, this question gives you options and allows you to adjust your 
position in the light of information. Never forget, information is power to a 
negotiator and the more questions you ask, the more power you gain.   

 Question 4: If I agree to that, what 
can you do for me? 

 This question is useful when we start to explore concessions. The other 
party asks you to move on something: in order to gain maximum value out 
of moving, keep in mind these principles:  

   ● Nothing for nothing. Don’t give away anything without asking for 
something in return.  

   ● Make it look painful. If you agree to something, let your eyes fi ll with 
tears, wince a bit… (I’m only half joking – in some situations such as 
buying a car I would use these techniques with a vengeance – they do 
it to you, so why not do it back?)  

   ● Use the ‘considered response’ technique that I allude to in Chapter 8. 
Say nothing, do a few calculations maybe, and make it clear that 
you are processing the question. When you reply, your response will 
have more weight as a result and be taken more seriously. The other 
advantage of this technique is that it allows you to think (it is hard 
to think and talk at the same time). It also calms the atmosphere and 
helps us all to remain logical.   

 To return to our access to confi dential data example, this is how it might 
play out:  
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  Data owner : Can you guarantee that the only people who will see this 
report will be the Board? 

  You : (after a thoughtful pause) There may be a way of 
achieving that. I’d be happy to look into it. If it can be 
guaranteed, are you saying you could give me immediate 
access to the data, as opposed to having to wait until it’s 
been approved by the legal team?  

 The most important word in this question is ‘if’. Making your conces-
sions conditional and two-way by using this word is a way of being able 
to feel better about being fl exible. It produces a collaborative dialogue 
in which both parties are exploring things and willing to move from 
their stated positions. If you think about it, that is what negotiation is 
all about! 

 Question 5: What have we agreed? 

 Our fi nal question is designed for avoiding a critical mistake which often 
gets made in the fi nal phase of a negotiation. When we think we have agreed 
a deal, the euphoria and relief can sometimes cause us to close too quickly 
(or not close at all). 

 Asking ‘What have we agreed’ is a means of checking that there are no 
misunderstandings and being clear about the next steps. This helps both to 
reduce confl ict in the future and to ascertain commitment to the next steps. 
How often have you walked away from a negotiation thinking that you 
have done a deal, only to fi nd that your version of events is different to that 
of the other party? Now we have to renegotiate, and it will probably be 
harder this time because trust and rapport will have been damaged. It is far 
better to know now that we are misaligned than later. 

 It is probably best to try and get the other party to summarize, because 
then you know whether you have confl ict to deal with if their version is dif-
ferent from yours. But in fact it is also fi ne if they ask you to summarize. The 
key thing is to ensure that there is a summary.   

 Summary 

 Speaking of summaries, Figure W3.1 shows a summary of the four phases 
of the negotiation, with the questions inserted within. Very often people 
make the mistake of starting at the left-hand side of this model, and work 
towards the right as things become more diffi cult. The model should be read 
from the right (not our natural starting point) and as the negotiation unfolds 
you can work your way towards the left.    
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 F IGURE W3.1  Four phases of negotiation   

SUMMARY CONTENT PROCESS CONTEXT

What
have we
agreed?

What’s it
worth?

If I agree,
what can

you do for
me?

How shall we
do this?

Why are we here?
What are we

negotiating about?
what do we both

want?
What resources do

we have?
What happens if we

can’t agree?
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