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This is the second article in a two-part 
series on developing effective negotiation 
skills.

Negotiations are at the heart of our 
daily interactions. The ability to nego­
tiate effectively may have never been 
so important as during the COVID pan­
demic. Whether re­negotiating business 
deals with vendors, landlords, employ­
ees or shareholders (including family 
members), the COVID pandemic has 
presented challenges and opportuni­
ties for retail owners to thrive by being 
creative and strategic in negotiation 
planning and execution. The first of two 
articles (November­December 2020 
issue) focused on preparing for suc­
cessful negotiations. This second article 
focuses on strategies for effective nego­
tiation meetings. While this article focus­
es on negotiating with family business 
stakeholders, the strategies apply to all 
stakeholders in the retailing realm. 

Once you have prepared for the nego­
tiation, including the important step of 
having empathy for the other side, the 
next step is how to conduct the nego­
tiation assuming you decide to pro­
ceed. As preliminary matters you need 
to decide when and where you wish the 
negotiations to take place. In the current 
pandemic, another consideration is if 
it can be done in person or will have 
to happen virtually. A time when the 
other party can focus is opportune, for 
example trying to negotiate about fam­
ily dividends at the Family Annual New 
Year’s Dinner Party or in the middle of 

“busy” season would be ill advised. You 
also want to be in a place where there 
are a minimal number of distractions, 
including muting cell phones, and both 
parties are comfortable. We suggest 

somewhere out of the office. Once you 
have worked out these preliminary mat­
ters you will be faced with two major 
decisions. The first is whether you wish 

to start the negotiations (as opposed 
to the other party), and, if so, with what 
issue would you like to lead off. There is 
no “right” way to start or even conduct 
the negotiation, but there are some 
points in the process where you should 
pause to think about how you wish to 
proceed.  

Who Starts: Anchoring and 
Asymmetry Trade-Offs

As for who starts, your considerations 
usually boil down to the concept of 
anchoring – if you begin, or information 
imbalance if the other side begins. First, 
anchoring, this is the human tenden­
cy to take the first bit of information 
we receive and use that as an “anchor” 
around which subsequent evaluations 
of new information are made as to the 
offers on the table and whether they are 
fair or good or bad. This is why in some 
negotiations related to contract deals or 
redos, the opening party makes a seem­
ingly outlandish bid, even though they 
do not have any hope of the other side 
agreeing – what it does do is anchors 
the perception of what is fair (good/
bad) to the initial outlandish bid and 
shifts the “fairness” towards the anchor. 
This is one reason why you may wish 
to go first.

The other reason you may wish to go 
first is to control the issues to be dealt 
with first – more on that below. For 
example, a landlord may wish to go first 
and put out an offer where they ask for 
rent that is absurdly high and in no rela­
tion to comparable spaces. The landlord 
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has no expectation of getting this rent, 
but now the lessee has that number in 
her mind and will consider fair a number 
that is below the outrageous landlord 
opening bid but above what she was 
otherwise hoping to pay and internally 
thinks, “Well, I got a pretty good deal as 
it is far below the landlord’s initial offer,” 
even though it ended up be above the 
landlord’s expectation and rich consid­
ering comparable space. 

One experiment asked participants 
to randomly focus on the numbers 10 
and 65 then guess what percentage of 
African nations belonged to the United 
Nations. In a similar experiment run by 
one of the authors, those that focused on 
65 guessed 47.7% of African nations were 
in the UN which was significantly higher 
than those that focused on the number 
10 and guessed only 26.8 % of African 
nations were in the UN. Anchoring oper­
ates at the subconscious level in all of us. 
Now that you are aware of it you can use 
it to your advantage or alternatively, not 
let it affect you as much.

In the case of family firms, the “Next 
Gen” may need to go first to attempt to 
bring up issues that the “Now Gen” does 
not want to discuss and often­times 
have very different motivation levels 
to pursue. These may include overall 
long­term succession planning, perfor­
mance feedback or a path for the Next 
Gen to progress in the management 
and ownership structures. Those issues 
often overlap and may be difficult to 
separate. They may be so hard to bring 
up that it may be appropriate to start 
with negotiating what issues should 
be addressed and who can help work 
towards win­win.

The downside of going first, and the 
reason you may want to go second, 
is what we call information asymme-
try. The person who goes first naturally 
divulges more information about their 
bargaining position than the other side 
has – since the other side has as yet said 
nothing. In negotiations, information is 
power. Therefore, despite the advan­
tages of anchoring, going first gives 

the other side power as they now have 
more information about your position 
than you do about theirs – at this point 
you have no information about their 
position. 

For example in a lease negotiation – 
the landlord may go first and put in an 
offer that was below what the lessee 
was hoping to pay in the best case – 
thereby resulting in a great deal and far 

exceeding the lessee’s expectation and 
budget. The lessee got what she thinks 
is a great deal and she did not even have 
to open her mouth. So, there are pros 
and cons as to whether you wish to go 
first or not. In our experience, the split 
between those who wish to go first and 
those who do not is about 50/50.

Sometimes it may not be realistic to 
plan to go first due to structure and 
power. That is very relevant to family 
firms as often times the elder genera­
tion goes first due to rank if you will. If 
it is not possible to set the stage or go 
first, which is often the case in family 
firms, then understanding anchoring 
and asymmetry and being prepared are 
very important to success.

Deciding on Which Issue to  
Start With

The second consideration at the 
beginning of negotiations is which issue 
to start with – assuming there are mul­
tiple issues to be negotiated on. There 
are two basic approaches which we 
will cover. You can start with the most 
contentious issue or you can start with 
the least contentious issue. This decision 

comes down to momentum.

If you start with the least contentious 
issues you likely will be agreeing with 
each other for the most part – it will 
seem easy and some trust will have 
been built up between the two parties. 
Therefore, you will have built up some 
positive momentum that you hope will 
carry on as the issues you deal with 
become more contentious – the inten­

tion being that the positive momen­
tum will be enough to satisfactorily 
overcome any impasse on these more 
difficult issues. 

The other approach is to start with the 
most contentious issue first. The hope in 
that approach is that if the parties can 
solve the most difficult issue then there 
will be positive momentum to deal with 
all the other issues as they will not 
seem such a big deal once the difficult 
issue is dealt with. For example, back 
to the lease negotiation – usually the 
most contentious issue will be rent. The 
other issues such as duration, upgrades, 
utilities, etc., we will assume not to be 
as contentious. You can deal with all 
of these less contentious issues first to 
develop momentum and trust before 
you get to the thorny issue of rent or 
you may try and get the rent issue out 
of the way and then all the other issues 
seem much less contentious than they 
otherwise might be. In our experience, 
the majority of people, around 70%, 
prefer to deal with less thorny issues first 
– sometimes this is by design and some­
times it is conflict aversion – either way 

continued on page 16
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that appears to be the preference. You 
will have to decide for yourself which 
way to proceed and to calculate in the 
personalities, relationship and power 
dynamics to see whether it is best to 
tackle difficult issues at the front end or 
back end of the negotiation.

Do No Harm
There are times that even well­planned 

out negotiations start to become con­
tentious. In those situations, considering 
a break and even discussing the assis­
tance of outside advisors can be helpful 
to keep negotiations proceeding and 
relationships intact. ■

Dr. David Kunsch is an Associate 
Professor in the School of Business at St. 
John Fisher College teaching in the under-

graduate and graduate programs as well 
as the Family Business Next Generation 
Leadership Program. He has experience as 
an engineer, attorney and business leader 
as well as in academia.

Dr. Carol Wittmeyer is interim dean of 
the School of Business at St. John Fisher 
College. She teaches at the Family Business 
Center at Loyola University of Chicago 
and is also a founding faculty member of 
NSRA’s NextGen initiative.

NextGen 
continued from page 15

Imagine the scene, you are with a doctor 
and after she finds the problem you have, 
she says, “OK, so would you like some 
tablets to help with this? Or do you want 
me to arrange an X­ray? Or if you prefer we 
can organize an operation for you.” Doctors 
don’t use “up­selling” to help patients, they 
prefer “down­selling” which involves start-
ing with the best solution. Then if the 
solution is too expensive or time­consum­
ing for the patient the doctor will search for 
another solution that is more affordable.

If associates are taught to “down­sell” 
in a professional, simple, and honest way 
then consumers will benefit enormously, 
spend far more, and create lots of referrals. 
If you look for definitions of “up­selling” 
online you will see an endless list of points 
referring to ‘increasing sales’, with few, if 
any, thoughts about improving consumer 
satisfaction. Higher sales come from 
more satisfied consumers! By the way, 
not only do consumers dislike ‘up­selling’, 
the store staff hates it too!

The FREE training that I have been 
asked by NSRA to provide to members, 
and which I very much enjoy, has these 
ingredients:

> I SELL the team on how to sell in ways that 

are acceptable and helpful to consumers. This 
opening segment goes through the problems 
of not selling, also the problems of asking 
permission to sell, and the serious problems of 
trying to ‘up-sell’.

> Next comes knowing when to move from 
listening to leading which includes the pro-
fessional use of ’down-selling’.

> We then examine the best ways to ‘down-
sell’, including the use of a very simple strategy 
called ‘tell & sell’. ‘Tell & sell’ involves advising 
the consumer of what you are going to do 
or recommend for her, and then explain the 
reason for your ideas. For example, instead of 
asking if a consumer would like you to measure 
her feet, the ‘tell & sell’ process involves nicely 
telling her that you are going to measure her 
feet, followed by positive reasons for doing so.

> The ‘down-selling’ idea addresses key issues 
such as: 1) Showing other shoes that are sim-
ilar to those she asked to see, so that she then 
knows what is available; 2) Advising her of 

which shoes you feel would be best for her to 
buy and why to help her to make the best deci-
sion; 3) Showing and explaining the benefits of 
accessories that will complement the shoes she 
has decided to buy – with the associate’s help.

The training sessions are ongoing so 
that they are provided with a ‘dietary’ form 
of help, rather than a now­and­then ses­
sion, which tends to suggest that learning 
to sell is not that important. The sessions 
are always very enjoyable, as they should 
be, plus they are motivating in the sense 
that staff begin to clearly see that learning 
to sell is important to their working future.

The training sessions are based on dis­
cussions with the owner/manager on your 
greatest needs, plus I use Skype or Zoom, 
and fit with your schedule. I also offer free 
training and ideas for managers. ■

To get started, please contact John Lees 
by email at info@johnlees.com.au.

John Lees

“Down-Selling” Creates More Satisfied 
Consumers and Higher Sales – 
“Up-Selling” Does the Opposite!
John Lees

If associates are taught to “down-sell” in a professional, 
simple, and honest way then consumers will benefit enor-
mously, spend far more, and create lots of referrals. 
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