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Michael Lee frames his book on negotiation by stating early on that “nearly every negotiating book ever written takes a win-win approach to agreements” (p. 27).  Then, he proceeds to state that the distinguishing difference between his book and others in the negotiation field is the result of his unusual view.  “This may come as a shock,” Lee writes, “but I believe that win-win is for losers” (p.27).  

Until some years ago when Roger Fisher and William Ury published Getting to Yes: Negotiating Agreement Without Giving In (Houghton Mifflin Company, 1981), negotiation books were focused disproportionately on positional/win-lose negotiating schemes.  In the last twenty-five years, of course, win-win schemes have been ascendant.   Despite the author’s claim, however, positional negotiation books have not been the rarities he suggests and win-lose skeptics continue to flourish.  For those of you who seek another direction in negotiation rather than collaborative/win-win, this book should be of significant interest.  

“Nobody believes in win-win,” the author asserts” (page 27).  The statement is clearly wrong on its face.  In fact, as this statement demonstrates and illustrates, Lee has chosen to meander into an essentially unexplored commentary on competing schools of negotiation thought in what  is a positional negotiation skills book.   The author might well have been better served by a more closely reasoned and focused approach. 

You will find in this brief work, a strategic explanation for the win-lose perspective on negotiation and a tactical skill set for its achievement.  Let us examine some of these components you will find here.  Obviously, this review can only touch upon some of these elements.

As you explore this book, you will discover advice on many aspects of negotiating.  For example, Mr. Lee examines the importance of preparation, methods of gathering information before the beginning of the negotiation as well as the significance of asking good questions during the negotiation itself.

“Don’t assume,” the author tells us.  The advice is critical to negotiation success.  Talented and experienced negotiators come in all shapes and sizes.  Almost every negotiator can recall encountering the negotiator so youthful in appearance, so extraordinary in personality style or so unusual in language or appearance as to completely throw off correct assessment by the opposition party.  Incorrect assumptions, lead inevitably to more incorrect assumptions in negotiations that easily prove decisive at the table.

Other tips and operational prescriptions dot the book.  Illustrative of this dimension of his work are such useful precepts such as “never take the first offer” or “never split the difference.”  I leave these and other such wise sayings to each of you to ponder its truth.

Beyond the tips, you will also find an extensive section on tactics which should be of interest to the starting negotiator.  Tactics range from such starting moves as flinching, through using silence as an ally and onto a section on recognizing and dealing with “dirty fighters.”

Perhaps the most useful section of this book is the suggestion that the new negotiator use neighborhood garage sales to practice their skills.  It is a good suggestion.  You will perfect your haggling skills, hone your ability to misdirect the seller from recognizing your real objectives and complete a positional negotiation.  At the same time, however, you will have learned nothing about collaborative win-win negotiating.  Negotiation, just as other life skills, requires breadth and understanding to make relationships strengthen, to create meaningful deals and to establish a basis for the fulfillment of complex and implementation of agreements into the distant future.  This is not the book to accomplish that goal.  It is, however, one more component of a negotiation education, but far too narrow to stand alone.

 A book of limited interest.

John D. Baker, Ph.D.
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