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			Jean-Baptiste’s Journey

			Early Years

			While growing up in France, I always wondered why recitation at school was made mandatory. Memorizing and reciting poems and fables was for me one of the most dreadful times of my early school years. It was and still is still part of the standard education curriculum in France; it is said that recitation is good for building vocabulary, improving pronunciation, and developing cultural knowledge. So I was told I had to do it even though I had no interest in memorizing and regurgitating material that I did not comprehend at the time. It was such an ordeal that it made me lose interest in school subjects, to a point where I almost entirely disconnected from it.

			Looking back today, it can be seen as a funny story, but at the time, it was a major issue that led to me having to repeat one of the first years of primary school. It took me many years to slowly regain confidence and interest in studies, until I finally graduated from high school with honours.

			Incidentally, to this day I still remember some of the lines of the fables I had reluctantly and painstakingly learned, even though to me they seemed devoid of meaning. I did not realize it then, but it would take me many years and travelling halfway around the globe to finally realize the meaning of those lines, the reasons why they were taught, and their importance in shaping people’s lives. To represent the different phases of my life, I have chosen stories that either had a significant impact on me or reflect the lessons and situations I experienced during those times. I have also used some stories throughout this book to illustrate key ideas.

			The Heron
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			Le Héron

			Un jour sur ses longs pieds, allait, je ne sais où,

			Le Héron au long bec emmanché d’un long cou.

			Il côtoyait une rivière.

			L’onde était transparente ainsi qu’aux plus beaux jours ;

			

			Ma commère la Carpe y faisait mille tours

			Avec le Brochet son compère.

			Le Héron en eût fait aisément son profit :

			Tous approchaient du bord ; l’oiseau n’avait qu’à prendre.

			Mais il crut mieux faire d’attendre

			Qu’il eût un peu plus d’appétit :

			Il vivait de régime, et mangeait à ses heures.

			Après quelques moments l’appétit vint : l’oiseau

			S’approchant du bord vit sur l’eau

			Des tanches qui sortaient du fond de ces demeures.

			Le mets ne lui plut pas ; il s’attendait à mieux,

			Et montrait un goût dédaigneux

			Comme le rat du bon Horace.

			“ Moi des tanches ? dit-il, moi, Héron, que je fasse

			Une si pauvre chère ? Et pour qui me prend-on ? “

			La tanche rebutée, il trouva du goujon.

			“ Du goujon ! c’est bien là le dîner d’un Héron !

			J’ouvrirais pour si peu le bec ! aux Dieux ne plaise ! “

			Il l’ouvrit pour bien moins : tout alla de façon

			Qu’il ne vit plus aucun poisson.

			La faim le prit ; il fut tout heureux et tout aise

			De rencontrer un limaçon.

			Ne soyons pas si difficiles :

			Les plus accommodants, ce sont les plus habiles ;

			On hasarde de perdre en voulant trop gagner.

			Gardez-vous de rien dédaigner,

			Surtout quand vous avez à peu près votre compte.

			Bien des gens y sont pris ; ce n’est pas aux hérons

			Que je parle ; écoutez, humains, un autre conte. ;

			Vous verrez que chez vous j’ai puisé ces leçons.

			— Jean de La Fontaine, Fables de La Fontaine

			

			The fable “The Heron” by Jean de La Fontaine tells the story of a proud, picky heron walking along a river. The water is clear, and many fish, like carp and pike, are swimming near the shore: easy prey for the heron. However, the heron decides to wait for better prey and refuses to eat the fish available at first. Later, when it is hungry, it sees tench but scorns them as too lowly a meal, showing disdain and expecting something better. It then rejects a gudgeon for the same reason. Eventually, the heron is so hungry that it must settle for a tiny snail, a poor, meagre meal. The moral of the story is that being overly fastidious or too picky can lead to losing opportunities and ending up with nothing or very little.

			Education and Early Career

			After graduating from high school with a ‘Mention Bien’ on my French ‘Baccalauréat’ (equivalent to an A grade in the US, or A-level in the UK), I took a year off from my studies to work odd jobs in the UK and polish my English. I then entered university in France and went on to study Economics and Languages applied to International Business. My interest in foreign languages and cultures grew during those university years; I discovered I had a keen interest in Asian cultures. I learned Mandarin Chinese during a year of intensive studies while on an exchange at the Beijing Language and Culture University (BLCU). This was a defining moment in my life as I not only learned the Chinese language but I also discovered Idioms and Set Phrases that are the keys to understanding a rich culture that is more than 4,000 years old. Incidentally, this was also the period in which I gained my first teaching experience. The year was 2002.

			After returning to France and earning a Bachelor’s degree in Business and Languages in Paris in 2004, I started working in the field of international business, and was engaged in Asia on several projects related to procurement and business development for companies from Europe and North America.

			In 2012, I obtained an MBA degree at the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology (HKUST) and in 2016, I completed the Program On Negotiation (PON) at Harvard, in the United States.

			A Frog in a Well (井底之蛙— jǐng dǐ zhī wā)

			The Chinese idiom “A Frog in a Well” refers to the story of a frog living at the bottom of a well who sees only a small patch of sky and mistakenly believes it to be the whole world. It symbolizes a person who is confined in their knowledge and unable to see the bigger picture beyond their immediate surroundings. The idiom is used to satirize those who are shallow or narrow-minded, with a limited perspective, and who are ignorant of the broader world beyond their own narrow experience.

			Gaining Clarity

			In late 2016, after facing a significant crisis that pushed me beyond my comfort zone—the kind of time when true growth often occurs—I recognized the importance of concentrating on my core strengths:

			

			
					Language proficiency: achieving mastery in French, English, and Mandarin.

					Cultural awareness: deeply understanding the true meaning behind what people say.

					Negotiation: embracing the idea that value is created through differences.

					Networking: linking projects with the right people to access necessary resources.

					Integrity: committing to doing the right thing and maintaining transparency, which fosters long-term, sustainable success.

			

			It was at this turning point that I founded Avant Agents and began my journey as a management consultant and financial advisor, specializing in connecting projects with capital, clients, and partners.

			Blind Men Touching an Elephant
(盲人摸象— máng rén mō xiàng)

			The idiom “Blind Men Touching an Elephant” refers to the story of a group of blind men gathered around an elephant. Trying to find out what the creature looked like, one of them happened to touch the ear and said, “It feels like a giant tree leaf”. Another put his arms around the leg and said, “It feels like a column”. One touched the tusk and said, “It feels like a turnip”. Another one placed his hand on the belly and said, “It feels like a wall”. The last one touched the tail and said, “It feels like a snake”. Finally, they started arguing with each other. The idiom is used to satirize those who only know part of a thing and not the entirety or essence of something. It warns people against judging, speaking about, or making decisions based on limited, partial information and emphasizes the need to see the whole picture before drawing accurate conclusions.

			Becoming More Assertive

			In 2024, I had more than 20 years of experience in business and international projects. I had navigated multiple personal and global crises, including the loss of my father, a worldwide pandemic, sudden shifts in global macroeconomics and geopolitics, and encounters with several influential people who profoundly impacted my life. At this point, I came to see how everything was interconnected. I realized the importance of building a strong foundation and standing firm like a lighthouse anchored to the seabed, rather than drifting aimlessly like a sailboat pushed by winds and currents.

			With this clarity and determination, I resolved to sharpen my focus on my core strengths and passions: cross-cultural negotiations. I committed myself to being a gift to the world, sharing value, and delivering cross-cultural negotiation programs.

			This inspiration led me to establish the Deal Negotiation Institute, with the mission to empower people to negotiate with confidence and gain success by seizing opportunities in a globalized world.

			Putting the Finishing Touch to the Picture of a Dragon
(画龙点睛—huà lóng diǎn jīng)

			The idiom “Putting the Finishing Touch to the Picture of a Dragon” originates from a legend. “In the Southern and Northern Dynasties Period (420-589), there was a painter called Zhang SengYou. Zhang painted four magnificent dragons on the walls of a temple with exquisite details but deliberately left their eyes blank. Onlookers felt this was odd, and asked why he had not painted the eyes. He told them that, if they had eyes, the dragons would come to life and fly away. Nobody believed him so he dotted the eyes of one dragon. Not long after, thunder and lightning erupted, the floor started shaking, part of the wall collapsed, and the painted dragon flew into the sky. The dragons without eyes stayed painted on the wall. Today, the idiom is used to describe how a small but crucial finishing touch can bring a work to life or complete it perfectly. When writing or speaking, or in practical endeavours, adding one or two key sentences will make the whole message more vivid, lively, or effective.

			Introduction to Cross-Cultural Negotiations

			Every day is a negotiation. From the moment we wake up to the moment we go to bed at night we constantly negotiate, with our families, our friends, our colleagues, our partners, and everyone around us. Negotiation is at the heart of exchanges and at the heart of who we are as human beings living in groups forming societies. Negotiation is so important in shaping people’s lives that negotiation techniques have been preserved in stories passed down from generation to generation across a variety of cultures around the world. However, the purpose of these stories and the link between culture and negotiation have often been forgotten. The impact of culture on negotiation is undeniable and these stories play an important role in explaining how people negotiate and conduct business around the world today. Knowing this is critical to understanding how people negotiate and succeed in business and in life around the world.

			Before we delve deeper into the subject, it is essential that we refresh our memory with some key concepts, ideas, and definitions that are essential to negotiation.

			Value creation occurs between two or more groups of people who have different perception of value. The value is inherent to what each party thinks is appropriate based on their perception. In short, differences create value. An example to illustrate this idea would be that of fish heads or chicken feet in Asia, and snail or foie-gras in France. Outside of a specific environment, the value of each product may vary significantly on the market; they can either be seen as priceless delicacies or as low-grade animal feed. Recognizing that differences create value, and that the greatest amount of value is often found in diversity, knowing how to navigate cross-cultural negotiations is critical for success in business and in life. Understanding how your partner thinks is also critical to achieving optimum value creation, because negotiation is fundamentally an exchange, and because the most challenging part of an exchange is about understanding them, not us.

			Negotiation refers to the process whereby two or more parties from similar or diverse cultural backgrounds engage in discussions to reach a mutually acceptable agreement. This process involves understanding and navigating cultural differences in communication styles, values, norms, and negotiation strategies to achieve successful outcomes. Key elements of negotiation in an intercultural context include:

			
					Cultural Awareness: Recognizing and respecting the cultural nuances of all parties involved is crucial. This includes understanding different communication styles, such as direct and indirect communication, and the importance of building relationships.

					Adaptation and Flexibility: Negotiators must be willing to adapt their strategies to accommodate cultural differences. This might involve adjusting the pace of negotiations or the level of formality.

					Mutual Benefit: The goal is to find solutions that satisfy the interests of all parties, which often requires creative and integrative approaches to negotiation.

					Communication and Trust: Effective communication is essential for building trust, which is critical in intercultural negotiations. This includes using language and non-verbal cues appropriately, to avoid misunderstandings.

					Contextual Understanding: Negotiations are influenced by the cultural, legal, and economic contexts of the parties involved. Understanding these contexts helps in developing effective negotiation strategies.

			

			Language, which holds together the different bricks of culture, also plays a crucial role in negotiations, especially in the context of cross-cultural negotiation. It is deeply intertwined with culture, and it influences how messages are conveyed, interpreted, and understood. Some key aspects of language in relation to culture and negotiation include:

			Language as a Cultural Bridge

			
					Cultural Significance: Language carries cultural values, norms, and nuances that shape communication styles and negotiation strategies.

					Building Trust: Speaking in a counterpart’s native language can build trust and rapport, by demonstrating respect, and the effort you have made to understand their culture.

			

			Communication Styles

			
					Direct vs. Indirect Communication: Different cultures prefer direct or indirect communication styles, which can affect negotiation dynamics. For example, Western cultures often value directness, while many Asian cultures prefer indirectness.

					Formality and Informality: The use of formal or informal language can significantly impact negotiations, depending on cultural expectations.

			

			Language Barriers and Solutions

			
					Challenges: Language barriers can lead to misunderstandings and hinder negotiation progress. Solutions include using interpreters, translation software, or bilingual team members.

					Adaptation: Negotiators must adapt their language to the cultural context, avoiding idioms and jargon to ensure clarity.

			

			Non-Verbal Communication

			
					Importance: Non-verbal cues like body language and tone of voice are crucial in cross-cultural negotiations, as they can convey respect or disrespect depending on cultural norms.

			

			Strategic Use of Language

			
					Diplomatic Language: In international negotiations, diplomatic language can significantly influence outcomes, by fostering cooperation and avoiding conflict.

					Cultural Sensitivity: Understanding linguistic nuances helps negotiators navigate cultural differences and demonstrate respect for counterparts’ perspectives.

			

			In conclusion, language is not just a tool for communication in negotiations; it is a cultural instrument that can either facilitate or hinder successful outcomes. Effective use of language involves understanding cultural nuances, adapting communication styles, and demonstrating respect for your counterparts’ cultural backgrounds.

			Culture refers to the complex set of values, beliefs, language, history, norms, and practices that shape how individuals from different backgrounds communicate, perceive, and interact with each other. Culture can be thought of as traditions that have been passed down by tradition rather than instinctively inherited. Therefore, every human being has a culture. A culture is not limited to national or ethnic groups; it encompasses the shared values, norms, practices, history, and traditions that define a group or community. Culture can refer to different cultural Identities that one is born into, or choose to adopt:

			
					National Culture: This refers to the culture associated with a country or nation-state. It includes customs, traditions, and values shared by the majority of the population.

					Ethnic Culture: Ethnic cultures are often tied to specific ethnic groups within a country. These cultures can have distinct traditions, languages, and customs.

					Family Culture: Each family has its own unique culture shaped by family history, values, and practices passed down through generations.

					Organizational Culture: Workplaces and organizations have their own cultures, which influence how employees interact and work together.

					Social Culture: This includes the culture of social groups or communities based on shared interests, lifestyles, or identities.

					Personal Culture: While it is not as commonly discussed, personal culture refers to the individual’s unique set of values, beliefs, and practices that define their personal identity and interactions.

			

			Why Every Human Being Has a Culture

			Culture influences how individuals behave, communicate, and interact with others. Even within small groups or personal contexts, there are shared values and norms that define cultural identity. Culture is dynamic and can evolve over time as individuals and groups adapt to new experiences and environments. Individuals often belong to multiple cultural groups simultaneously (e.g., national, ethnic, and family), and these intersecting identities shape their overall cultural perspective.

			

			In this book, we will mostly focus on ethnic and social aspects of culture and its influence on behaviour in the context of business negotiation between Asian and European counterparts.

			Finally, cross-cultural negotiations focus on the challenges and dynamics that arise when people from different cultures negotiate. These negotiations often involve managing misunderstandings, adapting communication styles, and overcoming cultural barriers such as differing attitudes toward time, hierarchy, and decision-making. Cross-cultural negotiations require careful preparation, cultural research, and flexible strategies, in order to build trust and find common ground. If they are not well managed, cultural differences often lead to confusion, mistrust, or conflict. As a result, the negotiation process may take longer and be more complex than with intracultural negotiations. Success depends on cultural intelligence, empathy, and the ability to adapt communication and negotiation tactics to the other party’s cultural norms. As we said earlier, cross-cultural negotiation does matter, as it involves highly different parties, and differences create value. Key characteristics of cross-cultural negotiations include:

			

			
					Differences in spoken language and nonverbal cues such as body language and negotiation pace, which can affect understanding and rapport.

					The potential for misunderstandings due to cultural differences in communication, assumptions, and negotiation norms.

					The need to manage the cultural baggage, stereotypes, and assumptions that both sides bring to the table, which can create distrust or awkwardness if not handled sensitively.

					The importance of building trust and relationships, often through culturally appropriate gestures such as shared meals or social interactions before addressing business issues.

					The requirement for cultural intelligence—awareness and adaptability to different cultural behaviours and negotiation styles—to improve cooperation and outcomes.

					Patience and flexibility, as cross-cultural negotiations may take longer and require adaptations to communication, decision-making, and expectations to cultural contexts.

			

			In essence, cross-cultural negotiation is about bridging cultural gaps to create mutually beneficial agreements, recognizing that culture profoundly shapes the ways that negotiation is conducted and perceived. While cross-cultural negotiation is about recognizing and managing cultural differences between distinct groups to avoid conflict and miscommunication, Intercultural negotiation is about the interactive process whereby negotiators from different cultures engage, adapt, and co-create agreements through mutual understanding and cultural exchange.

			As we have seen, culture plays a critical role in shaping how people negotiate in business around the world. In this book, we will attempt to present some of the most utilized negotiation frameworks and techniques that have been preserved in cultures throughout Asia and Europe.

			In Asia, and in China in particular, stories of negotiation have been preserved through idioms and set phrases over millennia. As mentioned, one important text is the 36 Chinese Stratagems.

			In Europe, stories of negotiation have been preserved in fables that can also be traced back to ancient Greece. I have identified 36 of the famous Fables de la Fontaine that are relevant to negotiation.

			These stories represent fundamental knowledge, concepts, and frameworks, offering insights into how to negotiate from inside the head of the other party and fill what used to be a “black box” with light and clarity.

			With the power of storytelling, these stories are easy to remember and are key tools that can empower people to achieve their goals across Asia, Europe, and the world.

			The purpose of this book is to serve as a negotiation guide; it is particularly relevant in cross-cultural negotiation involving Asian and European partners.

			At a time of technological advance, with the development of artificial intelligence, this book is a window into the past and the future of negotiations. As human beings, we have always negotiated using the soft skills, emotions, history, and wisdom that have been captured in these stories. These time-tested strategies will continue to empower people to negotiate with confidence and achieve their objectives when negotiating across the world with a particular focus on Asia and Europe.

			With this book, I am offering the world of knowledge I wish I had possessed when I started my journey as a young negotiator.

			The Deal Negotiation Institute was founded with the mission of empowering people to negotiate with confidence, gain clarity, control, and power and I am proud to embark on this journey together, support you in achieving your goals and open the doors to global opportunities!

			1 – The Problem 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			The Rubik’s Cube, invented in 1974 by Hungarian architect and professor Ernő Rubik, began as a simple teaching tool to illustrate three-dimensional geometry. Over time, it became one of the most successful modern puzzles, with more than 500 million sold worldwide by 2024. Its goal is deceptively simple: twist and turn the cube until each of its six faces displays a single, uniform colour. Once scrambled, however, the vivid squares dissolve into confusion, and restoring order requires patience, strategy, and an understanding of the cube’s inner workings.

			In many respects, the Rubik’s Cube reflects the challenge of negotiation—especially across cultures. Progress happens only when all pieces find their proper place, and harmony emerges from complexity. Each precise turn mirrors the art of decoding cultural nuances, building trust, and aligning perspectives. Like a solved cube, successful negotiation transforms disorder into clarity and unity through thoughtful, creative effort.

			

			Have you ever felt puzzled, not understanding how your Asian or European counterpart thinks? Have you struggled to understand why negotiations or business dealings do not unfold as you expected, despite your best efforts?

			Navigating cross-cultural negotiations can be challenging. Differences in language, culture, and the basic frameworks through which people negotiate and do business often create a fog of misunderstanding. These differences can make it difficult to gain clarity, build trust, and reach agreements that satisfy all parties.

			As the title of this book suggests, in any negotiation, winners are those who arrive prepared—with clear strategies and objectives in mind. Conversely, those who enter negotiations unprepared, lacking a strategy, understanding of their goals, or knowledge of their partners and markets, quickly find themselves at a disadvantage.

			This book was written to empower you—the reader—to bring light to what often feels like a black box. It aims to help you gain clarity, control, and influence in your cross-cultural interactions, transforming confusion into insight and uncertainty into opportunity.

			Throughout my career, I have repeatedly heard comments such as:

			“We’re facing challenges with our Asian or European partners, and we don’t understand why things aren’t working as we hoped. Can you help us?”

			“I keep meeting the same people, and every time, the meetings go well—but once I’m back at my desk, I receive no follow-up.”

			“I feel clueless about what’s going on inside the other party’s mind.”

			

			Such experiences are common. People across Europe and Asia often describe their counterparts as “strange,” “foreign,” or “obscure.” Yet, this perception misses a crucial point: they are simply different. Beyond the obvious language barriers and cultural nuances—which undeniably impact negotiation productivity—lies a deeper truth: the world thrives on diversity, and those differences are a source of immense value.

			The key is to remain open and receptive to these differences, recognizing them for what they truly are. Like everything in life, cultural differences have both challenges and benefits. On one hand, working across languages, customs, histories, and negotiation styles demands patience, energy, and time. On the other hand, those who take the time to observe, understand, and adapt will uncover tremendous opportunities.

			The world is rich with opportunities, waiting to be discovered by those willing to embrace diversity and navigate its complexities with insight and respect.

			“When the Water Ebbs, Stones Will Appear”
(水落石出— shuǐ luò shí chū)

			The idiom “When the Water Ebbs, Stones Will Appear” refers to the story of the poet Su Dongpo, who lived during the Northern Song Dynasty Period (960-1127). He was once banished to Huang Zhou (Hubei Province), where he visited the Red Cliffs and wrote poems about them. One of them includes the line, “High mountains and small moon, the rocks emerge and the water subsides.” The idiom is used to say that the real truth comes to light after repeated investigation.

			2 – The 36 Asian Negotiation Strategies
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			The Lungshan Temple is one of Taiwan’s most revered and historic places of worship. Illuminated against the night sky, the temple’s ornate architecture is a stunning blend of traditional Chinese design, with its sweeping, upturned eaves adorned with intricate carvings of dragons, phoenixes, and mythical creatures. The vibrant red pillars and golden embellishments glow warmly in the lantern light, highlighting the temple’s rich decorative details and spiritual symbolism. Built in the 18th century, Lungshan Temple serves as a sanctuary for worshippers who come to pay homage to Buddha as well as a pantheon of other divine spirits, reflecting the harmonious integration of Buddhism, Taoism, and folk beliefs in Taiwanese culture. The temple’s majestic presence and elaborate craftsmanship make it not only a centre of religious devotion but also a living testament to Taiwan’s cultural heritage and artistic legacy.

			Putting the Pieces Together

			Learning a new language

			When negotiating in a foreign land, much can be learned simply by observing and understanding the local language. In fact, I would argue that a fundamental prerequisite for any productive negotiation is that both parties have an understanding, not only of each other’s language, but also of their cultural contexts.

			During my studies of Chinese at the Beijing Language and Culture University in the early 2000s, I realized that several factors could explain why people familiar with Chinese culture tend to be highly skilled negotiators. At the heart of this proficiency lies the intricate relationship between language and culture.

			Take, for example, the very concept of “language.” In most European languages, it has a single meaning. However, in Chinese, the idea of language is expressed through two distinct characters: yǔ (语) and wén (文). The character yǔ (语) generally refers to spoken language—encompassing sounds, pronunciation, and oral communication—while wén (文) refers to the written form, including literature and script. Though sometimes used interchangeably, these characters highlight two intertwined, yet distinct layers of the Chinese language: the oral and the written parts.

			This duality means that, unlike many Western languages, Chinese is not a single unified language, but a complex system of multiple dialects coexisting under a shared written script. Chinese characters can be pronounced differently across dialects such as Mandarin (spoken in Beijing and Nanjing), Wu (Shanghainese), Yue (Cantonese, spoken in Hong Kong and Guangdong), Min (including Hokkien and Fuzhounese), Hakka, Xiang, and Gan. The official romanisation system, Hanyu Pinyin, was developed in the 1950s and adopted in 1958 to standardize Mandarin pronunciation using the Latin alphabet, aiding literacy and communication.

			This linguistic diversity means that many Chinese people often do not understand one another’s spoken dialects, even though they share a common written language. The cultural and linguistic barriers inherent in this diversity cultivate strong cross-cultural negotiation skills from an early age. Chinese individuals learn to navigate differences in communication styles, cultural expectations, and social norms—skills that are critical for effective negotiation.

			From a young age, they develop key soft skills that contribute to their reputation as master negotiators, including:

			Understanding Cultural Nuances and Communication Styles: In China, indirect communication is often preferred, requiring negotiators to read between the lines and interpret subtle cues.

			Applying Cultural Sensitivity: This is crucial to avoid misunderstandings and to build trust, as misinterpretations can easily derail negotiations.

			
					Building Trust and Rapport: Speaking the counterpart’s language and demonstrating respect for cultural differences fosters empathy and creates a positive negotiation environment.

					Developing Clarity and Precision: Using simple, precise language and avoiding jargon helps ensure mutual understanding. Visual aids and written summaries reinforce key points and prevent confusion.

					Navigating Power Dynamics: Mastery of the language allows negotiators to detect subtle cues and hidden meanings, providing a strategic advantage.

					Utilizing Translators and Interpreters: Professional interpreters familiar with the subject matter often act as trusted intermediaries, facilitating communication and smoothing negotiations, much like a courteous guide.

					Practicing Active Listening: Encouraging questions and clarifications ensures that all parties fully understand each other’s positions and concerns.

			

			In essence, the linguistic complexity and cultural richness of Chinese society naturally nurture negotiation skills that emphasize patience, empathy, and strategic thinking. These qualities, which are deeply embedded in language and culture, offer valuable lessons for anyone seeking to negotiate successfully across cultures.

			A fascinating aspect of learning Chinese is the nature of its ideograms, which represent ideas or concepts in a way that transcends rigid definitions. Unlike words in many European languages that often have very precise, fixed meanings, Chinese characters can be thought of as “halos of light”—fluid and multidimensional symbols that evoke broader spheres of meaning. Typically, a single Chinese word is composed of two ideograms, and the overall meaning of that word emerges from the intersection of these two conceptual spheres, grounding the word in a rich, layered context.

			For example, consider the word 电脑 (Diàn Nǎo), commonly translated as “computer.” It is formed by the ideograms 电 (Diàn), meaning “electricity,” and 脑 (Nǎo), meaning “brain.” Together, they literally signify “electric brain,” a vivid and intuitive metaphor that captures the essence of a computer far more poetically than a direct translation might.

			Similarly, the verb “to understand” is composed of two characters: 明 (Míng), which conveys “light” or “clarity,” and 白 (Bái), meaning “white.” The combination suggests that to understand something is to have a “white light” illuminating the mind—a beautiful and powerful image that connects comprehension with illumination and purity.

			This unique linguistic structure makes Chinese an extraordinary source of ideation and creativity. The way meanings are constructed encourages thinking in metaphors and intersections, fostering innovative perspectives. Such a mindset is invaluable in negotiation, where creative problem-solving and the ability to envision alternatives and create value are critical. By appreciating the conceptual richness embedded in Chinese ideograms, negotiators can cultivate a more flexible and insightful approach, enhancing their capacity to bridge cultural divides and craft mutually beneficial agreements.

			A third crucial aspect of understanding the Chinese approach to negotiation lies in their unique numerical system, which fundamentally shapes their way of thinking. Unlike most European languages that groups digits in sets of three, using thousand, million, billion, etc. (For example, 100,000 is one hundred thousand), in Chinese numbers are organized in groups digits in sets of four, with key units like 万 (10,000) and 亿 (100 million). For example, 100,000 is 十万 (ten ten-thousands). This unique “wàn” and “yì” grouping means that what we call “one million” (1,000,000) is literally “one hundred ten thousand” (一百万 - yī bǎi wàn) in Chinese. Or, a “billion” (1,000,000,000) is expressed as “ten hundred million” (十亿 - shí yì).

			It highlights a fascinating cultural difference in how large numbers are conceptualized and expressed, often leading to a slight mental recalculation for those accustomed to the thousands-based system! The existence of ten-thousands: wàn (万), and hundred-millions: yì (亿) naturally encourages Chinese negotiators to think in much larger magnitudes.

			This linguistic structure influences negotiation strategies significantly. Chinese negotiators often conceptualize deals and production scales in terms of large volumes, which aligns with a common tactic of scaling up operations to reduce or control unit costs. For example, by increasing production quantities, fixed costs are spread over more units, effectively lowering the cost per unit—a principle that is deeply embedded in their negotiation mindset.

			This emphasis on large-scale thinking is reflected in practical settings such as trade shows, where it is common to find a calculator on every table. This symbolizes the Chinese negotiators’ proficiency with numbers and their constant focus on quantitative analysis. Their numerical fluency enables them to quickly evaluate offers, calculate margins, and adjust proposals dynamically during negotiations.

			In essence, the Chinese numerical system does more than just represent quantities—it shapes a strategic mindset that favours big-picture thinking, scalability, and precise cost control. Recognizing this can provide valuable insight for anyone engaging in cross-cultural negotiations with Chinese counterparts, and help them to anticipate their Chinese counterparts’ priorities and negotiation tactics more effectively.

			Getting acquainted with the culture

			Chinese idioms, often composed of four characters known as chengyu, offer a fascinating glimpse into Chinese culture and history. These concise expressions typically encapsulate a story, moral lesson, or historical event, making them rich in meaning, despite their brevity. Used widely in everyday conversation, Chinese idioms convey everything from mundane daily situations to profound wishes for good fortune, especially during important occasions like the Lunar New Year. Their continued use reflects the deep cultural value placed on tradition, storytelling, and linguistic elegance in China.

			Commonly Used Chinese Idioms in Everyday Life and Special Occasions

			Chinese idioms, known as chéngyǔ (成语), are concise expressions that carry deep meanings, often rooted in history, folklore, or classical literature. These idioms are widely used in daily conversation, at work, and during celebrations to convey wisdom, wishes, or observations in a vivid and memorable way. Here are some popular examples you might encounter:

			

			Cannot conceive
Bù Kě Sī Yì (不可思议)

			This phrase means something is inconceivable or unbelievable; it is often used to express amazement or astonishment at an extraordinary event or idea.

			Every shot hits the target 
Bǎi Fā Bǎi Zhòng (百发百中)

			Literally meaning “hundred shots, hundred hits,” this idiom praises perfect accuracy or success, and is often used to commend someone’s skill or precision in their work or efforts.

			An old horse knows the way 
Lǎo Mǎ Shí Tú (老马识途)

			This saying highlights the value of experience and wisdom. It suggests that, just like an old horse familiar with the path, a seasoned person can navigate challenges effectively.

			The horse reaches success 
Mǎ Dào Chéng Gōng (马到成功)

			This is a common congratulatory phrase wishing someone instant success, especially at the start of a new venture or project. It evokes the image of a swift horse galloping straight to victory.

			

			Congratulations and wishing you to make a fortune 
Gōng Xǐ Fā Cái (恭喜发财)

			Often heard during Chinese New Year celebrations, this greeting expresses good wishes for prosperity and wealth in the coming year.

			Why These Idioms Matter

			These idioms are more than just colourful phrases; they reflect cultural values such as respect for experience, the importance of precision, and the desire for success and prosperity. Incorporating them into conversation not only enriches communication but also connects speakers to centuries of Chinese heritage.

			Whether you’re negotiating a business deal, celebrating a festival, or simply chatting with friends, knowing these idioms can help you understand the subtleties of Chinese language and culture—and maybe even impress your conversation partners!

			The importance of Chinese culture in Asia

			The origins of Chinese civilization are traditionally traced back to the emergence of the Xia dynasty around 2070 BCE, marking the dawn of one of the world’s oldest continuous cultures. From these early days, the Chinese people have been renowned for their exceptional skills in commerce and trade. A hallmark of successful merchants—their willingness and ability to travel far and wide—has been evident throughout most of Chinese history. During the early 15th century, Admiral Zheng He led seven grand maritime expeditions (1405–1433) that established China as the dominant naval power of the era. These voyages projected Chinese influence across Asia and as far as East Africa, showcasing the Ming dynasty’s ability to negotiate, build alliances, assert presence, and influence far beyond its borders.

			The profound and lasting influence China has exerted on the cultures of many neighbouring countries and regions over millennia is often overlooked. As an example, Roman coins dating from the Roman Imperial and Byzantine periods have been discovered in China, highlighting the extensive historical connections forged between these two great empires through ancient trade routes such as the Silk Road. This remarkable exchange of goods, ideas, and culture underscores China’s central role in early global commerce.

			“Make the World One’s Home”
(四海为家— sì hǎi wéi jiā)

			The idiom “Make the World One’s Home” refers to the story of the Emperor Liu Bang, founder of the Han dynasty, who, after years of war, unified China and ordered his prime minister to build a palace. When he saw the grand palace, the ruler was angry and questioned why his prime minister had built such a luxurious palace while the country was still unstable. The latter famously replied, “The Emperor‘s territory now extends to the four seas; the whole world is one home. If the palace is not magnificent, it cannot show the emperor’s dignity. Building it large now means descendants will not need to expand it later.”

			Today, the idiom is used to describe people who are feeling at home anywhere, or who have no fixed home. (It can also refer to someone with broad ambitions or a grand vision.)

			Moreover, the impact of Chinese civilization extends deeply into language and writing systems across East Asia. Chinese characters have significantly shaped the scripts, vocabulary, and literary traditions of Vietnam, Korea, and Japan. Linguistically, there is a notable connection between the Vietnamese language and the Cantonese (Yue) dialect, reflecting centuries of cultural and historical interaction.

			In the modern era, the influence of Chinese culture and commerce continues to be substantial. People of Chinese descent constitute over 50% of Singapore’s population and more than 20% of Malaysia’s. Beyond demographics, the Chinese diaspora plays a pivotal role in the economic landscape of Asia and the wider world, operating a significant proportion of businesses and contributing to global trade networks.

			This enduring legacy of cultural exchange and commercial prowess exemplifies how Chinese civilization has not only shaped its own destiny but also left an indelible mark on the history and development of many nations.

			The Ingenious Chinese Number Gestures for Discreet Negotiations

			Chinese merchants have long relied on a clever system known as Chinese number gestures to facilitate smooth and discreet communication during negotiations and haggling, especially in bustling market settings. This method uses hand gestures made with a single hand to silently convey numbers from 1 to 10, allowing negotiators to communicate prices or quantities without speaking aloud. The gestures can even be performed subtly under a sleeve or scarf, keeping the negotiation private and confidential.

			This ingenious technique not only speeds up bargaining but also helps maintain a strategic advantage by preventing competitors or bystanders from overhearing or understanding the negotiation details.

			Here’s a brief guide to these handy gestures and their meanings:

			
					One (一, yī): Extend the index finger straight up.

					Two (二, èr): Extend the index and middle fingers together.

					Three (三, sān): Extend the index, middle, and ring fingers.

					Four (四, sì): Extend all fingers except the thumb.

					Five (五, wǔ): Extend all five fingers fully.

					Six (六, liù): Touch the tip of the thumb to the tip of the index finger, forming a circle.

					Seven (七, qī): Extend the thumb and index finger, with the thumb crossing over the index finger.

					Eight (八, bā): Touch the tip of the thumb to the tip of the middle finger, extending those two fingers.

					Nine (九, jiǔ): Touch the tip of the thumb to the tip of the ring finger, extending those two fingers.

					Ten (十, shí): Touch the tip of the thumb to the tip of the little finger, extending those two fingers.

			

			Mastering these gestures can give negotiators a discreet and efficient way to communicate numbers without breaking eye contact or alerting others. This is particularly useful in crowded or competitive marketplaces, where maintaining privacy and subtlety can influence the outcome of a deal.

			Moreover, understanding such cultural negotiation tools deepens cross-cultural competence, an essential skill in today’s globalized business environment. It reflects the rich heritage of Chinese commerce and the importance of non-verbal communication in negotiation strategies.

			The Chinese are strong negotiators

			China’s long and complex history has been marked by numerous conflicts and periods of upheaval, shaping not only its society but also its approach to negotiation. The legacy of wars and struggles between various factions has forged a negotiation style deeply rooted in strategy, patience, and resilience—qualities that continue to define Chinese negotiators today.

			Despite China’s vast population, the majority of its people share only about 100 common family names—names rooted in ancient states, noble clans, and intricate lineage systems that have shaped Chinese identity over millennia. Many of these surnames originated as people adopted the names of their former, often vanquished, states to honour their heritage and ancestors. Names such as Zhou (周), from the influential Zhou dynasty; Chen (陈), from the State of Chen; and Zhao (赵), from one of the powerful seven Warring States, reveal a profound connection between personal identity and ancestral origins. This enduring tradition reflects the strength, resilience, assertiveness, and strategic resolve that have defined the Chinese people throughout history. These qualities form the foundation of their reputation as formidable and skilful negotiators, adept at navigating complex challenges with determination and wisdom.

			In Chinese culture, humility, respect, and hospitality are fundamental social values. These traits often characterize initial interactions, creating an atmosphere of politeness and deference. However, once a negotiator establishes credibility and trust, the demeanour shifts dramatically. Chinese negotiators reveal themselves as formidable and strategic opponents, valuing strength, assertiveness, and tactical acumen in their counterparts. They respect those who demonstrate confidence and clarity of purpose, engaging in negotiations with the mindset of skilled warriors. Westerners operating in China often benefit from a baseline of respect, a phenomenon rooted in the collective historical memory. The Qing Empire’s defeat during the Opium Wars and the subsequent “Century of Humiliation” at the hands of Western powers left a lasting imprint on China’s collective consciousness. As a result, Western negotiators are frequently perceived as credible and influential partners at the outset. Yet, this initial respect is only temporary. To succeed, Western negotiators must quickly demonstrate their own strength, strategic thinking, and assertiveness to maintain influence and achieve their objectives.

			Chinese negotiation techniques are not just learned skills; they are part of the nation’s collective memory and cultural heritage. Passed down through generations, these strategies are encapsulated in the famous 36 Stratagems—a collection of ancient tactics and stories that illustrate cunning, deception, and psychological insight. These stratagems serve as a guide to navigating complex negotiations, emphasizing flexibility, patience, and the element of surprise.

			

			Understanding this rich historical and cultural context is essential for anyone engaging in cross-cultural negotiations with Chinese and Asian partners. Recognizing the balance between outward humility and inner strategic rigor can help negotiators build trust, anticipate moves, and ultimately reach mutually beneficial agreements.

			The 36 strategies in Asia

			The 36 Strategies

			As we have seen, The 36 Strategies (also translated as The 36 Stratagems) is a classic Chinese text that compiles a series of cunning tactics traditionally used in warfare, politics, and civil affairs. The earliest known printed edition was discovered in 1941 at a roadside vendor’s stall in Fenzhou (now Fenxian), Shaanxi Province, China. This edition is believed to be a reprint of an even older work, titled The Secret Art of War, which probably dates back to the late Ming or early Qing dynasty (roughly the 17th century). However, the original author or compiler remains unknown, and the exact date of the original composition is still a matter of scholarly debate.

			The text gained wider public attention in 1961, when a collector introduced it through an article in Guangming Daily, a prominent Chinese newspaper, and subsequently donated the earthen paper copy to the Political College of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army. Since then, multiple reprints and adaptations have appeared, spreading the influence of these strategies beyond military circles.

			The 36 Strategies is structured into six chapters, each containing six distinct stratagems. The chapters are organized by the strategic context in which the tactics apply:

			
					Advantageous Strategies – tactics to use when in a position of strength

					Opportunistic Strategies – tactics for seizing favourable moments

					Strategies for Attack – direct offensive manoeuvres

					Confusion Strategies – tactics to create disorder and mislead the opponent

					Strategies for Gaining Ground – methods to consolidate and expand influence

					Strategies for Desperate Situations – last-resort tactics when facing adversity

			

			Each stratagem is expressed as a concise four-character Chinese idiom, often a proverb or set phrase. The brevity of the original text leaves much to interpretation, but many of these idioms are deeply rooted in Chinese history, folklore, and classical literature. They are frequently illustrated by historical battle stories or allegories, linking the strategies to real-world applications and cultural wisdom.

			Unlike other Chinese military classics such as Sun Tzu’s The Art of War, which focus on broader principles of warfare and leadership, The 36 Strategies emphasize practical ruses, deception, and psychological tactics. These strategies have been applied not only in military contexts but also in politics, diplomacy, business negotiations, and interpersonal conflicts. For example, tactics like “Hide the Dagger behind a Smile” or “Kill with a Borrowed Sword” illustrate the use of subtlety and indirect action to achieve objectives.

			Today, The 36 Strategies remain relevant as a guide to strategic thinking and negotiation, offering timeless insights into human nature, conflict management, and the art of influence. Their enduring appeal lies in their adaptability across cultures and fields, making them as valuable for modern negotiators as they were for ancient generals.

			The 36 Strategies: Ancient Origins

			The term “36 Strategies” first appears in the historical text The Book of Southern Qi (南齐书), by Xiao Zixian, the grandson of Emperor Gao who founded the Southern Qi dynasty (479–502 AD). This classical work records political and military events of the era and includes a notable reference to the 36 Strategies. One striking excerpt states: “Among the 36 strategies, running away is the best strategy. You and your son should only run away.” This highlights the strategic value placed on retreat as a viable and sometimes superior tactic in conflict.

			Within the same text, a prominent general from the Southern Qi dynasty, Tan Gong Ce (檀公策), is mentioned, suggesting that these strategies were linked to military leaders and practical applications during that period. However, the exact authorship and compilation of the 36 Strategies remain uncertain. Similarly, a mnemonic poem was created to help memorize each of the 36 Strategies, with each character—except the name of the general Tan Gong Ce—drawn sequentially from each strategy. This poem not only aids memorization but also embodies the rich cultural heritage and strategic wisdom behind the stratagems, allowing Chinese negotiation practitioners to remember these powerful strategies.

			There are also references to the 36 Strategies during the late Ming (1368–1644) and early Qing (1644–1912) dynasties, indicating their enduring influence in Chinese military and political thought. Despite all these mentions, it is difficult to pinpoint precisely when and by whom the full set of strategies was formally codified. Scholars generally agree that the strategies evolved over centuries, drawing from a rich tradition of Chinese warfare, philosophy, and folklore.

			Today, the 36 Strategies are celebrated not only as military tactics, but also as profound lessons in diplomacy, negotiation, and problem-solving, resonating across cultures and disciplines.

			The 36 Strategies in Asia

			Across Asia, the 36 Strategies are recognized and referenced under various names, reflecting the linguistic diversity of the region:

			
					In Simplified Chinese (used primarily in mainland China), they are called 三十六计 (sān shí liù jì).

					In Traditional Chinese (used in Taiwan, Hong Kong, and other Chinese-speaking communities outside mainland China), they are written as 三十六計.

					In Vietnamese, using the Latin-based alphabet, they are known as Tam Thập Lục Kế.

					In Korean, the strategies are referred to as 삼십육계 (Samsip-yuk Gye) in Hangul script.

					In Japanese, they are called へいほうさんじゅうろっけい (Heihō Sanjūrokkei) in Hiragana.

			

			These strategies continue to be studied and applied not only in traditional military contexts but also in modern business negotiations, leadership, and interpersonal relations throughout Asia and beyond. Their enduring relevance underscores the universal value of strategic thinking and cultural wisdom passed down through generations.

			The 36 Strategies, Sun Tzu and The Art of War

			Sun Tzu (approx. 544–496 BC) was a Chinese military general, strategist, philosopher, and writer who lived during the Eastern Zhou period, a time marked by intense warfare and political upheaval in ancient China. Although some historical uncertainty surrounds his exact biography, Sun Tzu is widely credited as the author of The Art of War, a seminal treatise on military strategy and tactics that has profoundly influenced both Eastern and Western thought.

			The Art of War consists of 13 concise chapters, each dedicated to a specific aspect of warfare—ranging from planning and strategy to espionage and battlefield tactics. Its teachings emphasize flexibility, deception, and the psychological dimensions of conflict, advocating for winning decisively with minimal direct confrontation. These principles not only shaped the military doctrines of ancient China but also informed the strategies of later empires and modern military thinkers worldwide.

			Beyond its military applications, The Art of War has been embraced in such diverse fields as business, leadership, diplomacy, and negotiation. Its insights into understanding opponents, leveraging strengths, and exploiting weaknesses remain highly relevant for navigating complex interpersonal and intercultural dynamics today.

			The 36 Stratagems are widely seen as originating from the same strategic lineage as Sun Tzu’s work. Today, the enduring legacy of Sun Tzu and the 36 Stratagems serves as a bridge between cultures, providing practical guidance for negotiating with clarity, control, and insight across diverse contexts. Their application helps negotiators read the intentions of others, avoid pitfalls, seize opportunities, and build lasting reputations in an increasingly interconnected world.

			The 36 Strategies in contemporary negotiations

			Since their rediscovery in 1941, numerous interpretations of the 36 Strategies have emerged, enriched by the insights of various authors. Among them was Leonie McKeon, who I had the privilege to meet before her untimely passing in 2023. She dedicated much of her life to studying these classic Chinese strategies and offered profound insights into how they illuminate the negotiation styles and thought processes of Chinese businesspeople.

			In her six-book series The Dao of Negotiation – The Path between Eastern Strategies and Western Minds, Leonie clearly explains the meaning behind each strategy and demonstrates how they can be effectively applied to achieve success in business and leadership. Through practical examples, compelling stories, and real-world case studies, she guides readers in mastering these time-tested strategies to gain greater clarity, control, and influence—especially within cross-cultural negotiations bridging China and the West.

			Building on Leonie’s foundational work and broadening its scope, I realized that even greater value can be drawn from the 36 Strategies.

			First, these strategies are not confined to China alone but are well known and studied throughout much of Asia. Therefore, throughout this book, I will refer to them as the 36 Asian Strategies.

			Second, the clever methodology and framework underlying these strategies inspired me to develop a European counterpart, drawing from the rich tradition of La Fontaine fables and the ancient Aesop fables of Greece.

			Third, by distilling negotiation tactics from each strategy, this book becomes a practical negotiation guide. It enables negotiators to start from a specific situation or tactic and identify corresponding strategies suited to their context. The index in Chapter 4—Analysis and Guiding Principles—is designed to help negotiators recognize when a strategy is in play, maintain control through defensive responses when necessary, and gain leverage by thoughtfully applying these strategies to their advantage.

			Consequently, I present my own analysis of the 36 Strategies in this guide—a vision aligned with and complementary to Leonie’s—that equips negotiators with tools to gain clarity, control, and power. Winning with ancient negotiation strategies thus unites time-tested negotiation wisdom from both Asia and Europe.

			When combined and applied in today’s globalized world, these strategies, scenarios, and tactics form a powerful framework that empowers negotiators to secure successful deals by drawing on ancient wisdom—wisdom that has shaped countless lives across millennia and cultures worldwide.

			Before delving into each strategy, it is crucial to recognize that acting without strategy or sufficient preparation often leaves negotiators vulnerable to assumptions, lack of clarity, and overconfidence—factors that can severely undermine their ability to achieve their goals.

			The 36 Strategies offer a valuable toolset with which to gain clarity, control, and power not only in Asia, but beyond. Moreover, the theoretical knowledge presented here is reinforced by over 20 years of my own professional experience working on projects across Europe, Asia, and globally. As explained later in this book, I have assigned a unique code to each stratagem to enhance comprehension and facilitate practical application. It is important to note that some tactics serve multiple stratagems, which allows for deeper analysis and informed guidance, as detailed in Chapter 4.

			In this chapter, I will briefly explain what these strategies are, how to detect their use, how to defuse them, and how to apply them effectively.

			The 36 Asian Strategies

			Advantageous Strategies (Maximizing position and exploiting strengths)

			1	Fool the Emperor to Cross the Sea (Code: A-A1)

			2	Besiege Wei to Rescue Zhao (Code: A-A2)

			3	Murder with a Borrowed Knife (Code: A-A3)

			4	Wait at Your Leisure for an Exhausted Enemy (Code: A-A4)

			

			5	Loot a Burning House (Code: A-A5)

			6	Make a Noise in the East and Attack in the West (Code: A-A6)

			Opportunistic Strategies (Seizing chances, exploiting openings)

			7	Create Something Out of Nothing (Code: A-O1)

			8	Openly Repair the Walkway, Secretly March to Chencang (Code: A-O2)

			9	Watching the Fire on the Opposite Shore (Code: A-O3)

			10	Hide Your Dagger Behind a Smile (Code: A-O4)

			11	Sacrifice the Plum Tree to Preserve the Peach Tree (Code: A-O5)

			12	Seize the Opportunity to Lead a Sheep Away (Code: A-O6)

			Strategies for Attack (Aggressive tactics to destabilize opponents)

			13	Beat the Grass to Startle the Snake (Code: A-T1)

			14	Borrow a Corpse to Raise the Spirit (Code: A-T2)

			15	Lure the Tiger Down the Mountain (Code: A-T3)

			16	To Catch Something, First Let It Go (Code: A-T4)

			17	Toss Out a Brick to Attract Jade (Code: A-T5)

			18	To Catch the Bandits, First Capture Their Leader (Code: A-T6)

			Confusion Strategies (Creating doubt and disorder to gain advantage)

			19	Steal the Firewood From Under the Pot (Code: A-C1)

			20	Trouble the Water to Catch the Fish (Code: A-C2)

			

			21	Shed Your Skin Like the Golden Cicada (Code: A-C3)

			22	Shut the Door to Catch the Thief (Code: A-C4)

			23	Befriend a Distant Enemy to Attack One Nearby (Code: A-C5)

			24	Borrow the Road to Conquer Guo (Code: A-C6)

			Strategies for Gaining Ground (Gradual influence and trust-building)

			25	Replace the Beams with Rotten Timbers (Code: A-G1)

			26	Point at the Mulberry Tree But Curse the Locust Tree (Code: A-G2)

			27	Feign Madness But Keep Your Balance (Code: A-G3)

			28	Lure Your Enemy Onto to the Roof and Then Take Away the Ladder (Code: A-G4)

			29	Tie Silk Blossoms to the Dead Tree (Code: A-G5)

			30	Exchange the Role of Guest for That of Host (Code: A-G6)

			Strategies for Desperate Situations (Survival tactics and managing crisis)

			31	The Strategy of a Beautiful Woman (Code: A-D1)

			32	The Strategy of Open City Gates (Code: A-D2)

			33	The Strategy of Sowing Discord (Code: A-D3)

			34	The Strategy of Injuring Yourself (Code: A-D4)

			35	The Tactic of Combining Tactics (Code: A-D5)

			36 	If All Else Fails, Retreat (Code: A-D6)

			

			Advantageous strategies

			Maximizing position and exploiting strengths

			These strategies focus on leveraging your existing strengths and resources to secure the best possible outcome. The goal is to maximize your negotiation position by clearly understanding your value, articulating your advantages confidently, and strategically using them to influence the other party. This includes preparing thoroughly, highlighting your unique offerings, and making concessions only when they bring reciprocal benefits. Advantageous strategies rely on clarity, assertiveness, and value-building to create a strong bargaining position that others recognize and respect.

			

			1 – Fool the Emperor to Cross the Sea
(瞒天过海—mán tiān guò hǎi) (Code: A-A1)

			“Fool the emperor to cross the sea” refers to the story of Emperor Taizong during the Tang Dynasty, who led an army of 300,000 men to pacify the eastern land (or what is now Korea). He was hesitant to cross the Yellow Sea to launch a surprise attack on his opponents. His generals thus carefully disguised an entire fleet of ships as a country estate with tightly decorated embroidered brocades, colourful curtains, and carpets and had him believe that he had been invited by his local subjects for a banquet. During the night, after officials drank and had a great time, strong wind and waves roaring like thunder tilted the cups. Taizong was alarmed and hurriedly ordered his close ministers to investigate. They were stunned to see they were sailing and all they could see was a clear sea with no end in sight.

			The idiom can be translated into “hide the sky to cross the sea,” with the sky referring to the heaven, meaning the emperor.

			From a negotiation strategy perspective, the idiom can be summarized as: hide one’s true intentions behind a façade of normalcy or familiarity. By making the extraordinary appear ordinary, or by acting openly in a way that lulls others into complacency, one can achieve a hidden goal without arousing suspicion. The essence is to mask your real objective with a false but plausible cover, allowing you to manoeuvre undetected until it is too late for others to react.

			

			1. Identifying the Strategy. Key indicators that reveal you are encountering this negotiation strategy.

			
					Excessive Normality or Routine: The other party insists on familiar procedures, settings, or topics, making everything appear ordinary and unthreatening. This lulls you into a false sense of security, distracting you from their real intentions.

					Unusual Transparency: The partner is unusually open or shares information freely, possibly to distract you from what really matters or to cover up hidden actions.

					Lack of Directness: Important issues are avoided or glossed over, with attention diverted to side matters or formalities.

					Sudden Shifts After Complacency: After a period of routine or inactivity, the partner acts decisively, often catching you off guard—this is a classic sign the stratagem has succeeded.

			

			2. Defending Yourself: Here are some practical steps to safeguard your position and maintain control as the situation unfolds.

			
					Maintain Vigilance: Do not let familiarity or routine lower your guard. Treat every meeting and communication as potentially significant, even if it seems mundane.

					Verify Information Independently: Cross-check facts, intentions, and commitments. Do not rely solely on what is being presented at face value, especially if it seems too straightforward.

					Ask Probing Questions: Politely but persistently question the necessity of routines or why certain processes are being followed. This can reveal hidden motives or unsettle deceptive plans.

					Separate People from the Problem: Avoid personalizing doubt or mistrust. Instead, focus on clarifying facts and processes, which can reduce the incentive for deception.

					Establish Clear Agendas: Insist on clear, documented agendas and outcomes for meetings, making it harder for the other party to hide significant moves behind routine actions.

			

			3. Turning the Tables: Techniques to leverage this strategy to your own advantage and strengthen your negotiating power.

			
					Embed Your Real Intentions in Routine: Present your key objectives or requests as part of normal business processes or familiar negotiations, so they do not attract special attention.

					Create a Comforting Environment: Use established relationships, familiar settings, and routine communications to lower the other party’s guard.

					Distract with the Ordinary: While the other party focuses on routine matters, quietly advance your true agenda or prepare for a decisive move.

					Delay and Prepare: Use periods of apparent inactivity or routine to prepare your position or resources, then act decisively when the other party is least expecting it.

			

			

			2 – Besiege Wei to Rescue Zhao
(围魏救赵— wéi wèi jiù zhào) (Code: A-A2)

			“Besiege Wei to Rescue Zhao” refers to the story of King Hui of Wei, who in 354 BC, wanted to let go of the historical anger about losing the city of Zhongshan to the state of Zhao, so he sent his general to attack. His general thought that Zhongshan was just a small place and it would be better to attack Handan, the capital of Zhao, to resolve the old hatred and kill two birds with one stone. King Hui followed his advice and ordered him to go straight to Zhao and besiege Handan with the help of 500 chariots. In this emergency, the King of Zhao asked for the help of Qi, an allied state, and promised to give Zhongshan as a gift after the siege was lifted. When both armies reached the border between Wei and Zhao, Qi’s general wanted to go straight to Handan; his advisor stopped him and said “To untie the knotted silk rope, you cannot clench your fist to hit, you cannot participate in the fight. To resolve the fight, you must grasp the key points, take advantage of the situation, and the two sides can naturally separate because of the constraints.” While Wei’s army was surrounding Handan, Zhao and Qi jointly attacked Wei’s capital directly. The siege of Handan was quickly lifted; Wei’s army was exhausted from the long journey; on the way back, they marched into an ambush and were defeated.

			From a negotiation strategy perspective, the idiom can be summarized as: when a counterpart is too strong to attack directly, attack something they cherish instead or a vulnerable point elsewhere, forcing them to retreat or divert their attention, and thereby relieving pressure on your own position. This strategy emphasizes prioritization, indirect pressure, and exploitation of vulnerabilities rather than direct confrontation. In Asia, it often manifests as subtle shifts in focus forcing the other party to react defensively. By hiding one’s true intentions behind a façade of normality, one can achieve a hidden goal without arousing suspicion. The key for this strategy to succeed is to mask your real objective with a false but plausible cover, allowing you to manoeuvre undetected until it is too late for others to react.

			1. Identifying the Strategy. Here are some key indicators that reveal you are encountering this negotiation strategy.

			
					Focus on Peripheral Issues: Your counterpart diverts discussions to less important topics, avoiding your key concerns.

					Sudden Change of Agenda: After extended routine talks, your partner abruptly shifts focus to a different issue that threatens your interests.

					Indirect Pressure: Rather than confronting your main position, they apply pressure on weaker areas or less prepared parts of your organization.

					Avoidance of Core Commitments: They appear cooperative but avoid clear commitments on your priorities.

					Creating Internal Divisions: Attempts to exploit differences within your team or organization by targeting weaker members or departments.

			

			

			2. Defending Yourself: Practical steps to safeguard your position and maintain control as the situation unfolds.

			
					Stay Focused on Core Issues: Politely but firmly steer discussions back to your main priorities.

					Identify and Guard Vulnerabilities: Know your weak points and protect them proactively.

					Strengthen Internal Unity: Ensure your team is aligned and aware of potential diversion tactics.

					Demand Transparency: Insist on clear agendas, documented agreements, and follow-ups.

					Prepare Contingencies: Anticipate indirect attacks and have responses ready.

			

			3. Turning the Tables: Techniques to leverage this strategy to your own advantage and strengthen your negotiating power.

			
					Attack Indirectly: Rather than confronting a partner’s strongest position, identify and target their weaker or less defended interests.

					Create Strategic Distractions: Introduce side topics that draw attention away from your main objectives, while you prepare your key moves.

					Force Defensive Reactions: Threaten something the partner values more to compel concessions elsewhere.

					Exploit Divisions: Identify and leverage weaker links within the partner’s organization or negotiation team.

					Act Decisively at the Right Moment: Use timing to maximize impact when your counterpart is least prepared.

			

			

			3 – Murder with a Borrowed Knife
(借刀杀人— jiè dāo shā rén) (Code: A-A3)

			“Murder with a Borrowed Knife” refers to the story of three generals in the Kingdom of Qi during the Spring and Autumn Period (approx. 771–476 BCE). They became so arrogant and threatening to the court that the prime minister, Yang Yin, devised a cunning plan. He announced that two peaches would be awarded to the two best generals, sparking rivalry. The generals argued and competed for the peaches, causing internal strife. The third general, who had been left out, challenged the others to a duel, which led to all three generals committing suicide out of shame and anger. Yang Yin thus eliminated a threat without direct confrontation, by manipulating internal conflict among his enemies.

			From a negotiation strategy perspective, the idiom can be summarized as: harm or defeat an opponent using a third party’s power or resources, thereby avoiding direct involvement, and minimizing risk. This includes making an enemy distrust or fight their own allies or subordinates, using disinformation or manipulation to weaken them internally. It can also involve provoking competitors to attack each other or using others to do your “dirty work.” This strategy highlights the power of indirect action and manipulation through others, a tactic frequently seen in business and diplomatic negotiations in Asia, where preserving face and subtlety are valued.

			

			1. Identifying the Strategy. Key indicators that show you are encountering this negotiation strategy.

			
					Third-Party Involvement: Your partner encourages or manipulates a third party (another department, partner, or competitor) to act against you or your interests.

					Internal Division: You notice attempts to sow discord or mistrust within your team or between you and your allies.

					Indirect Attacks: Criticism or negative information about you or your proposals comes from unexpected sources or intermediaries, not directly from your counterpart.

					Manipulative Information Sharing: They share selective or misleading information to create confusion or conflict.

					Pressure via Others: Your counterpart pressures you through mutual contacts or external parties rather than direct negotiation.

			

			2. Defending Yourself: Practical steps to safeguard your position and maintain control as the situation unfolds.

			
					Strengthen Internal Unity: Keep your team and allies well-informed and aligned to resist divisive tactics.

					Verify Information Independently: Cross-check facts and rumours, especially those coming indirectly or through third parties.

					Maintain Direct Communication: Insist on direct dialogue with your counterpart to avoid misunderstandings or manipulation via intermediaries.

					Identify Third-Party Motives: Understand the interests and loyalties of any third parties involved to detect manipulation.

					Stay Calm and Objective: Avoid emotional reactions to provocations or misinformation that aim to destabilize you.

			

			3. Turning the Tables: Techniques to leverage this strategy to your own advantage and strengthen your negotiating power.

			
					Leverage Third Parties: Use allies, consultants, or other stakeholders to influence your partner or competitors without direct confrontation.

					Create Internal Rivalries: Subtly encourage competition or mistrust among your partner’s team or competitors, to weaken their position.

					Use Proxy Negotiators: Employ trusted intermediaries to negotiate or deliver messages, keeping your own position shielded.

					Spread Strategic Information: Share selective information via third parties to shape perceptions or provoke desired reactions.

					Minimize Your Exposure: Achieve your goals by having others do the difficult or risky work on your behalf, reducing your own risk.

			

			

			4 – Wait at Your Leisure for an Exhausted Enemy
(以逸待劳— yǐ yì dài láo) (Code: A-A4)

			“Wait at Your Leisure for an Exhausted Enemy” refers to the story of Sun Bin (d. 316 BC) who was a general and military strategist during the Warring States period. When he was being pursued by the Wei army, Sun Bin deliberately reduced the number of his army’s campfires each night to create the illusion of desertion, causing the Wei forces to hasten their march in pursuit. After being exhausted by this forced rapid advance, the Wei army was ambushed and decisively defeated by Sun Bin’s well-rested troops.

			From a negotiation strategy perspective, the idiom can be summarized thus: as a defender, take a strong, secure position and conserve energy and resources, to force an attacking enemy to overextend and exhaust themselves. Then strike back. The attacker, eager to engage, must move first, often hastily and under unfavourable conditions, becoming tired and vulnerable. The defender then waits patiently and strikes decisively when the enemy is weakest and most fatigued. To be successful with this negotiation strategy, one needs to demonstrate patience, endurance, and psychological resilience to wear down an opponent mentally and physically before engaging. By conserving your own resources and letting the other party exhaust themselves through overextension or delay, you gain a decisive advantage when the time comes to finalize agreements.

			

			1. Identifying the Strategy. Key indicators that reveal you are encountering this negotiation strategy.

			
					Deliberate Delays and Procrastination: Your partner consistently postpones key decisions or discussions, especially on important issues, stretching the negotiation timeline.

					Extended Meetings with Exhausting Social Rituals: Negotiations are interspersed with long, formal banquets, drinking sessions, or cultural ceremonies designed to tire you mentally and physically.

					Avoidance of Direct Answers: Your partner provides vague responses or sidesteps critical questions, causing frustration and fatigue.

					Last-Minute Changes or Introductions of New Terms: Important topics are brought up late in the process when you are already worn down and under time pressure.

					Repeated Small Distractions: Frequent interruptions, side discussions, or minor issues are raised to divert your focus and drain your energy.

			

			2. Defending Yourself: Practical steps to safeguard your position and maintain control as the situation unfolds.

			

			
					Manage Your Energy and Time: Prepare for long sessions by resting well and pacing yourself; set clear time limits for meetings.

					Insist on Clear Agendas and Prioritized Topics: Request that critical issues be addressed early and documented to prevent last-minute surprises.

					Take Breaks Strategically: Use breaks to regroup mentally and physically, avoiding exhaustion.

					Maintain Focus on Core Objectives: Politely but firmly steer conversations back to your key interests when distractions arise.

					Use Your Own Patience as a Tool: Resist the urge to rush decisions; remain calm and composed to avoid being pressured into unfavourable terms.

			

			3. Turning the Tables: Techniques to leverage this strategy to your own advantage and strengthen your negotiating power.

			
					Control the Pace: Set a deliberate, steady rhythm in negotiations that favours your endurance over your partner’s.

					Create Situations That Drain Their Energy: Use prolonged discussions, complex details, or social rituals to test their patience and tire them out.

					Delay Key Decisions Strategically: Postpone agreement on difficult points until the other party shows signs of fatigue or impatience.

					Stay Calm and Rested: Maintain your composure and energy to capitalize on moments when your partner becomes mentally or physically exhausted.

					Exploit Timing: Make your strongest moves or proposals when the other side is least prepared or most worn down.

			

			

			5 – Loot a Burning House
趁火打劫— chèn huǒ dǎ jié) (Code: A-A5)

			“Loot a Burning House” refers to the story of Goujian, King of Yue during the late Spring and Autumn period, who was famous for his patience, resilience, and strategic cunning. After he ascended to the throne, Goujian’s kingdom was attacked by the powerful neighbouring state of Wu in 494 BC. After winning an initial battle he was captured and forced to serve as a servant for three years. Upon his release and return to his kingdom, now a vassal state, he rebuilt the state’s economy and military strength. Goujian maintained a facade of submission while secretly preparing for war. When the state of Wu was distracted by military campaigns to the north, Goujian seized the opportunity launching a surprise attack on Wu’s capital, killing the crown prince, and inflicting heavy damage. After a prolonged siege lasting three years, Wu fell. The idiom means to take advantage of someone’s misfortune while they are suffering from major internal problems such as famine, corruption, rebellion, or other crises.

			From a negotiation strategy perspective, the idiom can be summarized as: strike decisively when your adversary is weakened, to maximize your gain and prevent future trouble. “Loot a Burning House” advises capitalizing on an adversary’s moment of weakness to gain advantage, acting from a position of strength to suppress potential opposition. Negotiators ought to remember that the “winners always take it all, while losers are always in the wrong”. In business negotiations in Asia, this might mean pushing for better deals when your partner is distracted by serious issues.

			

			1. Identifying the Strategy. Key indicators that reveal you are encountering this negotiation strategy.

			
					Your partner exploits moments when your organization or team is under stress, such as during internal restructuring, financial difficulties, or leadership changes.

					They push for concessions or aggressive terms while you are distracted by urgent internal problems.

					Increased pressure or demands coincide suspiciously with your company’s crises or vulnerabilities.

					Your partner may sow discord internally or drip feed misleading information to exacerbate your difficulties.

					They act swiftly and decisively while you are preoccupied, aiming to secure advantages before you can respond.

			

			2. Defending Yourself: Practical steps to safeguard your position and maintain control as the situation unfolds.

			

			
					Maintain Situational Awareness: Monitor your internal vulnerabilities and external pressures closely to avoid being blindsided.

					Strengthen Internal Communication: Keep your team aligned and informed to prevent internal discord and misinformation.

					Delay Major Decisions: If possible, postpone critical negotiations or commitments until your internal situation stabilizes.

					Seek External Support: Bring in trusted advisors or mediators to provide objective perspectives and help manage pressure.

					Set Clear Boundaries: Be firm about what concessions are off-limits, even under pressure, to avoid being exploited.

					Prepare Contingency Plans: Anticipate opportunistic moves and develop responses to counteract them.

			

			3. Turning the Tables: Techniques to leverage this strategy to your own advantage and strengthen your negotiating power.

			
					Identify When Your Partner Is Vulnerable: Look for signs of internal conflict, financial stress, or leadership changes in their organization.

					Act Swiftly and Decisively: Use moments when your counterparts are distracted or weakened, to negotiate favourable terms or secure strategic gains.

					Apply Pressure Tactfully: Increase demands or introduce new proposals when your partner is least able to resist.

					Sow Strategic Distractions: If appropriate, create distractions or internal challenges for your partner, to weaken their negotiating position.

					Balance Risk and Reward: Enter cautiously, ensuring you do not get “trapped in the fire” by inheriting their problems.

					Leverage Timing: Time your moves to coincide with your partner’s crises for maximum leverage.

			

			

			6 – Make a Noise in the East 
and Attack in the West
(声东击西— shēng dōng jī xī) (Code: A-A6)

			“Make a Noise in the East and Attack in the West” refers to the story of Ban Chao (32–102 CE), a prominent Chinese general during the Eastern Han dynasty. He was sent to the Western Regions to pacify them. While outnumbered he confused his enemies by pretending to be in a panic and retreated in the east, at the same time as he attacked in the west with an ambush. His enemies fell into the trap and surrendered.

			From a negotiation strategy perspective, the idiom can be summarized as: create an element of surprise and exploit the opponent’s misallocation of resources to make a win. This stratagem embodies the power of deception and misdirection in negotiation, leveraging the opponent’s natural tendency to respond to apparent threats while leaving their true vulnerabilities exposed. “Make a Noise in the East and Attack in the West” allows skilled negotiators to shape the negotiation landscape to their advantage by controlling where and when the real battles occur.

			1. Identifying the Strategy. Key indicators that reveal you are encountering this negotiation strategy.

			

			
					Focus on Irrelevant Issues: Your partner emphasizes certain topics or concerns that seem important but are actually distractions from the main negotiation points.

					Sudden Shift in Priorities: After you allocate attention or resources to a highlighted issue, your partner pushes forward a different agenda or request unexpectedly.

					Overemphasis on One Area: The partner draws your focus to a particular detail or problem area, while other critical issues receive little scrutiny or are quietly advanced.

					Inconsistent or Conflicting Signals: You receive mixed messages—loud emphasis on one topic but subtle moves on another—making it hard to discern their true intentions.

					Resource Misallocation: You find yourself investing time, effort, or concessions in areas that do not yield real progress, while the partner gains advantage elsewhere.

			

			2. Defending Yourself: Practical steps to safeguard your position and maintain control as the situation unfolds.

			
					Maintain Holistic Awareness: Always keep the big picture in mind; don’t get overly absorbed in one issue at the expense of others.

					Question Shifts in Focus: Politely ask why certain topics are prioritized and whether other pending issues are being overlooked.

					Set Clear Agendas: Insist on structured meetings with documented agendas covering all key points to avoid distractions.

					Verify Consistency: Cross-check statements and proposals to identify contradictions or hidden moves.

					Allocate Resources Judiciously: Avoid committing disproportionate time or concessions to issues that might be designed as distractions.

					Engage Multiple Stakeholders: Involve your team or other departments to ensure no critical area is neglected.

			

			

			3. Turning the Tables: Techniques to leverage this strategy to your own advantage and strengthen your negotiating power.

			
					Create Strategic Distractions: Highlight or exaggerate less critical issues to draw your partner’s attention away from your real priorities.

					Advance Hidden Agendas: While the partner focuses on the “noise,” quietly push through your key demands or proposals.

					Control the Negotiation Flow: Use feints and shifts in emphasis to test your partner’s reactions and flexibility.

					Exploit Overreactions: If your partner reallocates resources or focus based on your feints, capitalize on the resulting gaps or weaknesses.

					Prepare for Surprise Moves: Build contingency plans to act decisively when the partner is distracted or off-balance.

					Use Timing and Pace: Introduce distractions early to set the stage, then strike on your main points at a moment of your choosing.

			

			Opportunistic strategies

			Seizing Chances, Exploiting Openings

			The six opportunistic strategies involve being alert and flexible enough to capitalize on unexpected openings or shifts in the negotiation landscape. This means quickly identifying moments when the other party may be vulnerable, distracted, or willing to make concessions, and acting decisively to seize these chances. This requires agility, quick thinking, and sometimes creative problem-solving, to turn small opportunities into significant gains. Opportunistic negotiators watch for changes in tone, new information, or external pressures that can be leveraged to improve their position.

			

			7 – Create Something Out of Nothing
(无中生有— wú zhōng shēng yǒu) (Code: A-O1)

			“Create Something Out of Nothing” refers to the story of Zhang Xun (708–757), a general and loyalist of the Tang dynasty. When a rebellion broke out, he organized an army of about 3,000 volunteers. Initially, they were vastly under armed, so he had his men collect straw to make thousands of straw men, dress them in black and slowly hang them down the walls of the city’s fortification with ropes at night. The rebels sent down a torrential rain of arrows before realizing they had been tricked. The next night his men lowered the army of straw men again. The rebels saw this and laughed. At this point, Zhang Xun sent his men to the enemy camp and defeated the rebellion. The idiom means generating value, advantage, or leverage where none apparently exists.

			From a negotiation perspective, the idiom can be summarized as: use imagination, reframing, or subtle influence to “manufacture” value or advantage—turning a zero-sum scenario into a positive-sum one or creating leverage from a weak position. Furthermore, inventing value, reframing perspectives, and offering creative proposals align well with Asian negotiation styles that value harmony, relationship-building, and the kind of indirect influence that goes beyond straightforward bargaining.

			1. Identifying the Strategy. Key indicators that reveal you are encountering this negotiation strategy.

			
					Sudden Introduction of New Issues or Opportunities: Your partner brings up unexpected topics or proposals that seem to create new value or leverage out of thin air.

					Reframing of Problems or Interests: The partner redefines problems or priorities in ways that shift advantage to their side, making you feel you are negotiating on unfamiliar or moving ground.

					Overemphasis on Intangibles or Future Potential: They highlight vague or speculative benefits that do not seem to exist, but which are being presented as tangible and valuable.
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