March Ask the Negotiator

Ask the Negotiator is designed to afford our readers with the opportunity to ask questions about any aspect of negotiations and provide them with answers from experienced negotiators in future editions of the magazine.   Please direct your questions to John Baker at editor@negotiatormagazine.com.   We will only publish your first name or the nom de plume you suggest along with your country when your question is published.   Your question will be answered either by John Baker or by a member of The Negotiator Magazine’s growing list of outside negotiation resources.

John Baker has well over thirty years of active negotiating experience in educational, (USA) Fortune 100 corporations and small business companies.   He has negotiated collective bargaining agreements both for unions and for management.   Dr. Baker’s experience includes agreements across a broad range of negotiation areas, including marketing alliances, purchase and sales contracts, acquisitions, joint ventures, non-profit and government services agreements and even the peaceful conclusion of student protest sit-ins on more than one occasion.   He holds a Ph.D. from Case Western Reserve University (USA) and welcomes the opportunity to speak on the field or assist you on negotiation issues.
And now, this month’s letter …

“A little tweak here and a little tuck there ….” 

Dear Negotiator:

I would suggest that some attention be paid in your magazine and others to the downside of negotiation training.   Our newly negotiation trained sales force has become specialists in selling customers custom solutions for our software products that my people in software support and development are to create.   We have no miracles and are constantly blind sided by the latest signed deal with short-term delivery cycles.   I would be interested in your comments about the wonders of negotiating sales pros and real costs to the business.
Sign me, 
Steamed, U.S.A.

Dear Steamed,
Thank you for your question.   You are in a hole, but to dig yourself and your company out of it, I am going to suggest that the only course is more negotiation.   This time, however, by you.   It is past time to begin internal negotiations with your fellow department counterparts and top management, the most neglected and most important of all negotiation types.   The real answer to these problems are not in the training of the sales force, but in the absence of corporate-wide and inter-departmental rules for the engagement.   What you have is a negotiating problem, but its roots are in the lack of negotiated and enforced guidelines for acceptable agreements.

I have worked with companies in which standard products have been negotiated into disasters by sales personnel.   A little tweak here and a little tuck there and we got another deal is the mantra.   Due of course almost overnight … done deal …, and ... “Katie bar the door” if it’s not right.   Customer wishes or specs to follow.  
All those little tweaks and tucks require development, testing, revision to meet vaguely articulated customer dreams, documentation, training, maintenance issues and, of course, the certainty of new tweaks and tucks to come.   Untrammeled and undirected success of this sort is a “ticking time-bomb” currently in your lap, but soon to cast a shadow over for the broader supporting force, the sale team and not too far down the road for the company itself.   

The way out is through internal negotiation with all departments.   From your perspective it means establishing reasonable development time-frames, true cost/revenue analyses, and investments in additional personnel and training.   You and your group must prepare for these negotiations with solid numbers and proposals.   These negotiations require establishment of new procedures with top-level sign-off on a written document of agreement.   From there, the shoals may still threaten, but it should be a clear a united course.   
Best wishes,
John Baker

