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Winning in Negotiations 

Every day, 
CRNAs are 
required 

to use negoti-
ation and dis-
pute resolution 
skills as part of 
their professional 
lives. Dealings 
with physicians, 
patients, hos-
pitals, payors, 
etc., often pres-

ent differences of opinion that have to be 
resolved. CRNAs who are involved in their 
state’s advocacy efforts have additional pres-
sures: dealing with legislators, or members of 
the nursing board, or coalition members, or 
even members of their own state association 
board; all of these interactions often are rife 
with conflicts that need to be addressed. 

Negotiation is a strange thing in that a 
person can do it their entire life and not be 
aware they are awful at it. In fact, many full- 
time/professional negotiators are some of 
the very worst. If you were put in front of a 
piano and you weren’t able to play a song, 
you might suspect you are not good at play-
ing piano. If you jumped into a pool, and 
immediately sank to the bottom, you would 
probably realize you can’t swim. The same 
is not true for negotiations and dispute res-
olution: a person can do these things every 
day of their lives, be dreadful at it, and actu-
ally believe they are fantastic. This is why so 
many of the tips and advice that get passed 
around about how to be a better negoti-
ator are often ineffective (and sometimes 
downright harmful)—they are coming from 
“experts” who have no clue how bad they 
actually are. 

The point of modern negotiation stud-
ies is similar to the move towards evidence-
based medicine. Rather than just relying on 
anecdotal suggestions of effective techniques, 
or the idea that this is the way we’ve always 
done it, researchers are observing and ana-

lyzing actual negotiations to determine what 
approaches produce the best results, and 
when negotiations fail, to determine what 
factors caused the negative outcome. It’s basi-
cally a scientific method to determine the 
most effective negotiations techniques— 
observe negotiations, make theories about 
effective techniques, test the theories, and 
develop evidence-based conclusions. 

One of the top organizations working in 
this field is the Harvard Law School Program 
on Negotiation (PON); its website (http://
www.pon.harvard.edu/free-reports/) has some 
excellent resources for anyone interested in 
learning more about effective dispute reso-
lution techniques. Although PON started as 
a research project within the Harvard Law 
School, over the years, input has come from 
scholars in a variety of disciplines: business, 
government, economics, psychology, edu-
cation, anthropology, and the arts. As a dis-
claimer—the author of this article has not 
only been extensively trained using Harvard 
PON resources, I have also helped teach law 
school students using many of the PON’s 

ideas and simulations, so I may be biased in 
favor of the PON way. But that bias has been 
reinforced by years of professional work, 
where I have seen how effective these ideas 
and techniques can be. 

But What is a Win?
In determining what techniques are most 
likely the get us a “win,” we first need to step 

back and decide what it means to “win” in 
a negotiation. Most veteran negotiators feel 
they know the answer to this: if you’ve got-
ten the most you possibly can from your 
opponent, that’s a win. But is that correct? 
Imagine a situation where you are negotiating 
with a webpage designer to create and main-
tain an online presence for your state asso-
ciation, and you rake that designer over the 
coals in your negotiation, using every dirty 
trick imaginable to squeeze out every con-
cession possible. Did you win? The deal you 
sign with them isn’t the end of a negotiation, 
it’s the foundation for a long-term relation-
ship with the designer. What sort of founda-
tion have you laid for that relationship? Do 
you think there may be negative ramifica-
tions in the months or years you continue to 
be in business with this person?

Imagine a different scenario—a dispute 
with your domestic partner. You use every 
trick in the book to win—you dominate, you 
deceive—getting them to agree with every 
point you were originally disagreeing about. 
Did you win? Is this any sort of way to main-

tain a good relationship with your spouse/
partner? Or a third scenario where you lie, 
cheat, and steal to get what you want from a 
legislator. Once it comes out that you’ve lied, 
not only will that destroy your relationship 
with that lawmaker, it will ruin your reputa-
tion with everyone else in your state house.

Dr. Kathleen O’Connor, a psychologist 
who teaches negotiation at Cornell Univer-
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“So let us begin anew—remembering on both sides 
that civility is not a sign of weakness, and sincerity 
is always subject to proof. Let us never negotiate 
out of fear. But let us never fear to negotiate.” 

John F. Kennedy
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This is the travel schedule for President Dennis Bless, CRNA, MS.

This is the travel schedule for President-elect Sharon Pearce, CRNA, MSN.

May 2-4
Charleston Anesthesia Conference
Charleston, South Carolina

May 16-18
SmartTots Affiliate Advisory Committee
Montreal, Canada

June 11-14
American Nurses Association Meeting
Washington, D.C.

June 16-17
AANA Finance Committee Meeting
Chicago, Illinois

June 12-14
American Nurses Association Meeting
Washington, D.C.

 

June 16-17
AANA Finance Committee Meeting
Chicago, Illinois
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sity, cautions her students away from per-
ceiving themselves as “sharks,” noting that, 
“That can work today, but not tomorrow. 
No one will want to work with you tomor-
row.” (quote taken from “Why cooperating 
wins: Reputations, expectations and the fine 
art of negotiation” accessed at: http://www2.
johnson.cornell.edu/alumni/enterprise/
spring2007/feature4.html) 

When to Play Hardball  
Does this mean that one should never 
use hardball tactics? Not necessarily. Dr. 
O’Connor has also stated that, “Seasoned 
negotiators know that certain negotiations 
require some toughness….” 

Imagine a situation similar to Sept. 11, 
2001, where a national emergency has 
grounded all air traffic. Suppose you are on 
a business trip, a thousand miles from home. 
You can’t fly home, you find that all avail-
able train and bus seats are gone, and all 
rental cars have been snapped up. You decide 
that your best option for getting home is to 
go to a car dealer, buy a decent quality used 

car, and sell it once you get it home. The dif-
ference in what you pay for the car now 
and what you can sell it for later will deter-
mine how financially sound this plan is—
you might break even, you might even make 
a few bucks, or you might lose thousands. 
Is buying the car an appropriate time for 
more aggressive tactics? The stakes—poten-
tially thousands of dollars—are not insignif-
icant. Your need to maintain a relationship 
with this car dealer—who you will probably 
never see again—is insignificant. Your repu-
tation in an area a thousand miles from home 
is not a substantial issue. This would seem to 
be a much better chance to play some negoti-
ation hardball.

Negotiation experts often suggest imag-
ining an X-Y graph. On the X axis, place the 
value of what is being negotiated, from very 
low to very high. On the Y axis, place the 
amount of jeopardy this negotiation places 
on your relationships and reputation. If the 
negotiation you are currently having falls in 
the lower right quadrant of the graph (high 
value, low reputation risk), then you should 

consider tougher, winner-take-all, type tac-
tics. If the dispute you are addressing falls 
in the upper left (low value, but significant 
relationship risk—like deciding where to go 
to lunch with your spouse), this might be 
the time to back off, and worry less about 
the nominal “win.” Learning how to balance 
value, relationships, and reputation will help 
you to determine what techniques are accept-
able in any situation, and how to truly define 
what it means to “win.” A basic rule of nego-
tiating is that it is always easier to say “yes” to 
someone you like. Make sure you are making 
it easy for others to say “yes” to you, now and 
in the future.

In future issues of the NewsBulletin, col-
umns in this space will address additional 
conflict resolution topics, such as separat-
ing positions from interests, the use of objec-
tive criteria, BATNA (the Best Alternative To 
a Negotiated Agreement), and dealing with 
dirty tactics and difficult people. Conflict is 
a growth industry, and the tools to resolve 
conflict will only become more important in 
future years.■
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