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To those who believed in me more than I believed in myself,


you inspired me to set out on this journey and find my truth.


For that I will always be grateful.




author’s note


I interviewed scores of my current and former students as I wrote this book and am greatly appreciative of their willingness to share their stories with me. In some cases, they asked for their names to be changed and I have done so. My classroom can be an intense setting, and trust and safety are critical to me. I have thus changed the names and details of students whose relationship with negotiation I watched play out in person but whom I did not interview for this book. Finally, the exercises I use in my classroom are a key component to my teaching and I would like them to remain so. As a result, I changed the circumstances and details of the exercises you will read about in this book, while remaining true to their essential principles.




introduction


In a recent class at Wharton, where I teach negotiation, I paired students up and, as usual, gave them a negotiation exercise wherein they each had a role to play. I sent them off to reach a deal in thirty minutes. One participant plays a contractor who is hired to remodel a client’s bathroom. The other student plays the client, who’s dissatisfied with the contractor because of several missed appointments. When the contractor finally shows up, he uses the wrong kind of tile. The client actually prefers the wrong tile. Nevertheless, she wants a 50 percent discount for the work while the contractor expects to be paid in full.


I was surprised to see that one team—Brett and Angela—returned to class after ten minutes without a deal. It’s not unusual for students to reach a stalemate, but they usually spend all thirty minutes trying to find a compromise.


By this point in the semester, students had developed reputations. Brett, who played the contractor, was a highly competitive, win-at-all-costs type of negotiator. He was headed to a banking job in Manhattan after graduation, and the guy oozed confidence. Angela, who played the client, was far less tough and had always been more collaborative in class. She was always friendly, but fairly quiet. This was the first time in class when she didn’t get to a deal, so I was a bit surprised.


It turned out neither one thought they could find a solution without the other person losing. They believed that the deal had no positive bargaining zone—a term used to describe the opportunity to identify shared interests, allowing negotiators to find common ground and compromise. Brett and Angela concluded that there was no positive bargaining zone early and decided not to waste any more time going back and forth. They agreed to resort to legal action, which is the last option in this particular case.


Brett and Angela were surprised when their classmates trickled in near the end of the time limit, reporting favorable results of their deals. It became clear that this exercise had many possible unique outcomes that made sense for both the contractor and the client. What happened? What had they missed?


Brett was upset because the outcome reaffirmed his reputation as a difficult person. Angela was upset because she’d let her fear and anxiety get the best of her. She planned to go into the male-dominated field of commercial real estate and considered the exercise practice for how not to back down to someone like Brett. At the outset of the exercise when she was first paired with Brett, she told herself, “Nice guys finish last, and tough negotiators win.”


So what do you get when you put a fiercely competitive and uncompromising negotiator together with one who is “acting” like an equally competitive and uncompromising negotiator? Deadlock. A lose-lose outcome.


This isn’t always the case between two genuinely competitive negotiators. Sure, sometimes it ends up in deadlock, but that’s true in any negotiation. But when you’re just pretending to be competitive, you’re not going to get your best deal. You must bring the best version of yourself to get the best deal. The fact that Angela was pretending to be someone who she wasn’t—tough as nails—instead of using her authentic strength changed the dynamic of the conversation.


I see this pitfall all the time. People like Angela, who are more accommodating in their negotiation style, often try to change. They try to take on a more aggressive persona because they believe competitive negotiators are often the “winners” and the nice guys always lose. They think they have to be uber aggressive, like Kevin O’Leary on Shark Tank or sports agent Drew Rosenhaus. They blame their disappointment in negotiation results on the fact that they aren’t tough enough. It’s a reasonable position, born from eons of social conditioning that says if you encounter a bully on a playground, act tougher than you are. But when you do, you’re so busy trying to keep track of your alternate personality that you’re less comfortable maneuvering and pivoting as the negotiation demands. Too much pretense doesn’t allow for clarity of thought or allow you to be truly present. There are ways to deal with negotiators who bully, and the most powerful among them is understanding your leverage. Negotiating well does not involve pretending to be like them.


The truth is that anyone can be a good negotiator, no matter what their bargaining style or personality. If you blame your negotiation style for the fact that you’re not achieving your desired outcomes, and take on a different persona, there’s a strong chance that it will backfire on you. When tensions are high, you tend to revert to what’s most comfortable and recognizable—you become more of yourself, not less. Maybe you bluster, like Angela, but the act doesn’t land because ultimately you are who you are. Outwardly, you’ve now shown what looks like a split personality. It’s the gotcha moment for the other side.


I’ve taught negotiation to nearly five thousand students over the past fifteen years. I teach both undergraduates and graduate students at Wharton, and I teach entrepreneurs in the Goldman Sachs 10,000 Small Businesses program—which is similar to an executive MBA program for small business owners. I’ve taught in New Orleans, Detroit, New York, and Providence, to name just a few of the cities I visit regularly. I’ve taught women living in Cairo, banking executives, Chinese real estate investors, nurses, NFL players, and sports agents. And most of them look confused when I talk about the importance of first really knowing yourself and bringing that person to the bargaining table, which I emphasized when we debriefed Brett and Angela’s negotiation in class. What does self-awareness have to do with negotiation? they wonder, often out loud. I thought this was a negotiations class, not therapy.


I assure them that it is, just as I assure you that this is a negotiations book. But it looks a little different than what you might expect. There are four principles in particular that I raise in class and that I will come back to again and again in these pages:


1. Negotiation is first and foremost about human connection


A negotiation, technically defined, is “a discussion aimed at reaching an agreement.” Implicit in that definition is a whole slew of “soft” skills: How do you communicate in the discussion? How do you go about aiming for that agreement? Sure, some negotiations involve a whole lot of complicated calculations, but you can be the greatest numbers genius in the world and still blow a negotiation if you’re not tuned in to your personal strengths and blind spots, if you don’t have the capability to really understand your counterpart’s point of view, or if you can’t form a positive connection in the course of your communication. IQ counts for little without EQ, or emotional intelligence.


2. Negotiation requires knowing your worth


I spend a great deal of time in class talking about the role of self-worth in negotiation and cannot overstate its relevance. Someone in class once asked, “What’s the opposite of someone who lacks self-confidence?” Another student yelled out, “Narcissist,” which I found very telling. The answer couldn’t be simply “Someone who has confidence”? Shouldn’t having self-confidence be a norm rather than a put-down?


When we don’t believe in our worth, we don’t see our power. Without seeing our power, we can’t understand our leverage, and we can’t negotiate to our full potential. Sallie Krawcheck, the former head of Citi and Smith Barney, offers one of my favorite examples of this. As (often) the sole woman in the room at the top echelons of Wall Street, she could have downplayed what made her different from her colleagues or seen it as a detriment. Instead, she wrote a book—Own It: The Power of Women at Work—about the ways she found power in it. She saw things differently than everyone else, precisely because she is a woman. Her gender gave her leverage.


Self-worth is a key part of the deep reaches of negotiation, but it’s also just the beginning. Negotiation is the lens through which people recognize they need to be better, more present listeners. It’s the lens through which they recognize that their outsized ego has been hurting—not helping—their bottom line. It’s the lens through which they grapple with the scars of their past, helping them see why they are so quick to make assumptions that get in their way. It’s the way they explore their ethics and values. Negotiation is the way through which people strengthen their capacity for empathy, a huge asset in any difficult conversation. As my students see their lives through this lens, they come to a greater sense of self-understanding. Their relationships improve, and they find greater success in their professional and even personal lives. I’ve had spouses of my students approach me to say the class saved their marriage.


It’s not uncommon for someone—or several people—to become emotional in my negotiations class, and maybe even to cry. Not because of me, I should note. I’m not a scary teacher who thrives on cutting people down. But neither am I the embodiment of a big warm hug. I care deeply about my classes and push my students hard to bring their full selves. Without exception, the intensity of the experience surprises people. But that’s just one of the many misconceptions people have about negotiation, that it’s somehow devoid of feeling, that it’s impersonal. I’ve learned that the opposite is true. I’ve taught people of all ages, genders, and levels of experience, and I’ve learned that negotiation is a loaded topic no matter the demographic. Negotiation cuts to the core of our sense of self, what we think we’re about, and what worries us. This is why it also has such great potential to teach us.


3. Negotiation is something we do all the time


We negotiate when we’re toddlers, throwing a tantrum to get our way, and we negotiate when we consider medical intervention at the end of life. We negotiate with our children, parents, in-laws, employees, neighbors, bosses, health care providers, and everyone in between. We negotiate with ourselves all the time. Ideally, we become better at negotiation as our life goes on and we feel more comfortable engaging in it. Ideally, we come to understand that negotiation plays a role in almost everything we do, and that it’s intensely personal.


When you have a conversation with competing parts of yourself, that is negotiation. When your kid doesn’t want to go to sleep at bedtime, that is negotiation. When you want your dog to come in, but he wants to stay outside, that is negotiation. When you are on the fence about taking a new job and make a list of pros and cons, that is negotiation—before you’ve even begun to talk about salary. Negotiation is the platform for us to find our voice. Negotiation is decision making, communication, and critical thinking. It’s life, and the more comfortable we become engaging in the conversation, the more confident we become in our skills, the more we value ourselves, and the more satisfied we become.


4. Anyone can be a good negotiator


I’m often met with a chorus of students—men and women—who say: “I’m a terrible negotiator.” “I’m a pushover.” “I’m afraid of hard conversations.” “I don’t like to negotiate because I don’t like conflict.” There’s a long-standing stereotype of the good negotiator as someone who looks like Brett: confident, aggressive, a bit smooth. That’s why Angela—who was empathetic and quiet—thought she was in for it. If I accomplish nothing else in this book, I hope it is to put that misconception to bed once and for all. The truth is that people who are deeply empathetic can be great negotiators. In fact, they are some of the best I’ve known. People who are introverted can be great negotiators—something I know all too well because I am an introvert myself. People who loathe conflict of any sort can be great negotiators, and in fact come to love negotiation when they realize that so much of it is about problem solving. The flip side of this coin is that not everyone who thinks they’re a good negotiator actually is. The Bretts of the world have blind spots, too, which can hamper their ability to get a good deal; perhaps their overconfidence keeps them from adequately preparing, or their reputation closes off opportunities. The key is just in understanding yourself, the strengths you genuinely bring, and then bringing it.


* * *


Like everyone I’ve taught, my relationship with negotiation has been a lifelong work in progress.


I moved to the United States as a little girl, in 1978, during the Iranian Revolution. My parents maintained a traditional household, and I was expected to play a dutiful role within it. When there was a disagreement among my parents, my brother, my sister, or me, the rift was not brokered through collaborative problem solving but through impassioned exchanges. Rarely would anyone move from their position, and if the conversations were politically charged or regarding life choices, they were exhausting. We didn’t often debate to resolve disagreements. I think we just wanted to express our opinions, even if the result was just another unresolved dispute. Not much fun or efficient, but that was how we communicated and so I learned to pick my battles.


My most memorable encounters with negotiation outside my limited family sphere came when I worked in an HIV education, prevention, and outreach organization in Oakland, California. AIDS/ HIV was rampant, and hard-to-reach African American and Latino women, youth, and men who had sex with men were disproportionately affected.


We sought to reach marginalized populations, including prostitutes and their sexual partners, IV drug users, transgender people, and high-risk youth. The effectiveness of our work was attributed to the fact that we met people where they were, on their turf, and provided culturally appropriate, nonjudgmental outreach and education. We understood the population we served. Whether they needed warm meals, clean needles, condoms, financial incentives, or help navigating health care and access to housing, we provided it. We weren’t aggressive or critical; we were respectful and compassionate.


Some of my most rewarding yet challenging negotiation experiences came from working in that organization. Talking to prostitutes and substance abusers about the importance of using condoms and clean needles was not your average bargaining scenario. Convincing at-risk youth to get HIV tested and that safe sex was the difference between life and death made for some very interesting conversations. The clients had arrived at that moment from lives lived so differently than mine, but I remember how much I wanted to understand them and their choices, not from a place of condemnation but in a way that I could garner their trust and dignify them by showing my commitment to their well-being. I was just barely twenty-one, and trying to talk strangers into getting a test they really didn’t want to get, and to confront an alarming problem they really didn’t want to face. In short, it was a crash course in negotiation.


I’ll never forget talking to a kid one day—he wasn’t much older than eighteen—who wasn’t using condoms. As I explained the risk of HIV infection, I could tell he wasn’t convinced. “So if I get HIV, how long can I live with it?” he asked. I looked at him quizzically, and he asked again. “If I’m HIV positive, how long until it kills me?”


I remember telling him, as I would anyone who asked the same question, that it’s different for everyone and that generally, the time it takes to go from HIV infection to AIDS is around five to ten years without medical treatment. In other words, I answered his question very technically. But the response I got to this information caught me off-guard.


He simply shrugged and said with indifference, “Oh, that’s a long time. I can walk out of my house and get shot tomorrow.”


I understood then that I could not hope to persuade this kid of anything until I really understood his life. Until I learned enough to walk in his shoes. I could make no assumptions, even very basic ones about risk. It was a lesson I never forgot.


The years of my life in between my grassroots HIV education work and teaching negotiation at Wharton don’t look much like those of my professorial colleagues. While I did get an MBA, my work experience focused not on brokering international diplomatic deals but on running my own company, where I learned many business skills on the job, and in advisory roles for companies regarding issues of diversity and inclusion (D& I). If the connection between D& I work and bargaining seems shaky, it actually makes perfect sense: People are different, there’s value to be gained in those differences, and in order to uncover and benefit from those differences, you have to be persuasive and negotiate effectively while bringing your full, authentic self.


Then when I began to teach negotiation, I understood there was yet more to it. I looked at my classes as a sort of petri dish. The classes are experiential, where I would send students off to do mock negotiations like the one that opened this chapter and put into practice the theories that I had just taught them. When they returned, I would project everyone’s results on a screen so the whole class could view them together. As a student you could instantly see how you’d done compared with other people who had been assigned the same role. But as we went through and examined the outcomes, people would see that a favorable result didn’t necessarily mean a win. This process wasn’t designed to shame anyone but rather to crack the whole process open. The methodology makes people feel exposed, and that vulnerability, if facilitated effectively, results in unusual and often unexpected frankness.


As we debriefed, I noticed that my students struggled with similar obstacles, and that there was more to the story than the numbers showed. I prodded and analyzed to get deeper into it. Some set their asks too low, and I saw the correlation between what they asked for and how they felt about themselves. Others would “try on” different personas like Angela did, thinking that they needed to be tough in order to do well in a negotiation, and it rarely worked. I noticed how increasingly distracted many of my students were over the years, and how they were missing key information that could be detrimental to their outcome because they couldn’t keep their focus on their counterpart. I also knew that coming into the class, many viewed bargaining as a battleground with winners and losers, not as a conversation that could lead to mutual gain.


As I focused more on my students’ tendencies, I changed the way I taught my class. I still talked about standard concepts like the importance of using data to set a goal, but I focused more on the story people saw when they looked at that data, and why. The energy in my classroom changed. People began to know one another better, to be vulnerable with one another, and to uncoil some troublesome habits that had been holding them back. Whereas some negotiations professors graded students according to their outcomes in mock negotiations, I thought there was a better way—a way that focused more on the process.


When students say of my class, “Wow, that wasn’t at all what I expected,” I get it. It’s not what I expected, either. And the truth is that I still don’t know what to expect—that’s why I feel a little uncomfortable when anyone describes me as an “expert.” I don’t think it’s possible to be an expert in negotiation, because I get a richer, more nuanced understanding of it every day. We all do.


You won’t see a lot of theory or prescriptive advice in this book. Plenty of books offer that, and do it well. What you will see, in part because it’s what my students have asked for, is scenarios—the practical application of the very human machinations going on under the surface of the many negotiations of our lives.


Part I of this book delves into what gets us into trouble as negotiators and includes the patterns I notice most often. Chapter 1 focuses on the stories we tell ourselves about our worth and how those stories color what we ask for, whether it’s claiming a day to ourselves or asking for a raise. In Chapter 2, I look at what happens when a need to be liked interferes with our ability to look out for our interests. Chapter 3 covers the impact of painful experiences in the way we negotiate with ourselves and the world around us, while Chapter 4 emphasizes that people too frequently focus on what they want to ask for but not how they should ask for it.


Part II of the book moves the conversation forward, beyond what holds us back and toward what gets us to yes—and even further. Effective negotiators aim to get more than they initially planned, and to get that for everyone.


I think of Chapters 5, 6, and 7 as a triad, as they cover the integrated skills of open-mindedness, empathy, and presence. You have to begin every negotiation with curiosity, with exchanging information openly. You can learn more about where your counterpart is coming from when you have shown authentic interest and the capacity to make the conversation about more than just a transaction. You show empathy so that even if their view is wildly different from your own, you can grasp why they’ve taken it. Presence is critical in the process, as you have to work on effectively being in the moment and reading the cues of your partner. Presence allows your counterpart to believe that you are authentically interested in them and what they have to say.


Open-mindedness, empathy, and presence enable us to do the problem solving I tackle in Chapter 8, to sort through concessions, and to assume that the pie is big enough for all of us to have a slice.


In Chapter 9, the principles of Chapters 1 through 8 culminate with the idea that when you find your power, you have leverage—which has a much deeper meaning than just who can bring more money or resources to bear.


In the final chapter, Chapter 10, I take all that I’ve covered and apply it to the minefield of our democracy. Because in a nation—really, a world—of constant conflict, it’s more critical than ever that we explore ways to come to the table.


Throughout the book, you’ll read stories of my students and the ways they’ve struggled—as I did—to negotiate with their parents’ expectations, but you’ll also read about football stars who similarly struggle to communicate their value. You’ll read stories of middle-aged parents figuring out child care, and twenty-year-olds trying to figure out their lives. You’ll read about negotiation luminaries like Nelson Mandela, and small business owners like Sarah Farzam whom you’ve never heard of. And through these stories it will become clear to you that we are all struggling with the same things—and it will become clear that our struggles with negotiation begin with us.




part I


what gets in our way
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WHAT YOU ’RE THINKING


IS WHAT YOU’RE


ECOMING.


—MUHAMMAD ALI
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CHAPTER 1


how our stories sell us short


My life’s most significant negotiation was with myself.


It started with some numbness in my hands, a nuisance I didn’t have time for. It was 2010, and I was in the middle of one of the most stressful periods I’d ever encountered with the company I cofounded. I was not only writing a proposal for a big contract but also deciding if I wanted to try to salvage the struggling company or move on. The numbness in my hands would have to wait. But when the proposal was submitted and the numbness worsened, I knew I had to see a doctor. At the back of my mind was the optic neuritis—swelling of the optic nerve—that I’d had eight years prior. The doctor had said then that it might be a sign of multiple sclerosis (MS), which we then ruled out. Numb hands seemed like another sign. Denial and avoidance were tempting companions, but I knew it was better to know than not, so I got an MRI and was referred to a neurologist.


The neurologist who gave me my diagnosis was very matter-of-fact. All I remember is hearing that I had MS and that I would need steroid injections immediately to address the numbness. Although I seemed like a rock on the outside, the opposite was true within. Over the next week or so, my skin broke out badly and I lost my appetite. My best friend just happened to be visiting me and helped with the initial treatments. I felt weak and dependent—two feelings that I had always fiercely fought. In retrospect, I realize how tormented I was, how afraid of my reality. The vision I had of people living with MS was of them being in wheelchairs and having limited mobility and independence. I had no idea what my diagnosis meant, or what my future looked like, and I was afraid that I would someday become dependent on others for my basic needs. In the absence of knowledge about MS, the story I told myself in this vulnerable moment was of the horror variety. I found information that only validated my fears and rejected all other information. I limited the possibilities. I became my own worst enemy.


But things looked up soon. I searched for the most expert care available and had the good fortune of getting an appointment with one of the best neurologists in D.C. As soon as he shook my hand and welcomed me to his office, it felt as though I had a shawl to wrap myself in. I saw compassion in his eyes, and somehow I felt safe. This doctor proceeded to spend what seemed an eternity with me. I sat beside him as he took me through my MRI on the computer screen. He gave me explanation on top of explanation and quickly chipped away at the dreadful information I had found on the Internet. “I’m in the business of creating possibilities,” he explained, “not in limiting them.” He told me that he was going to do everything he could to ensure that I would remain healthy and avoid a relapse, but he was also clear that his recommended treatment was intense. “I would prefer to be aggressive,” he said, “because I want you to remain as healthy as you are today.”


He pointed out a critical piece of data that my doomsday narrative had missed: “If you actually had your first flare-up eight years ago and haven’t had one since even though you haven’t been on any treatment, that tells us something. The healthy lifestyle that you have led, be it working out or having good eating habits, has helped to keep you healthy and your body strong. That’s pretty amazing if you think about it.”


And that was all it took. I had the biggest “aha” moment of my life. This doctor helped me see that I needed to change the story, and to tell a truer one. My entire spirit shifted. I felt like my old self for the first time in weeks. I felt strong, determined, focused, and oddly healthy. The difference was so immediate and stark that it was almost like an out-of-body experience.


Just as I explain to my students, I had to look at the information I had before me and grasp how to weigh it. This godsend of a neurologist was right. I had been symptom-free for eight years, and that was pretty amazing. Why did I so quickly discount that piece of data?


From that moment on, I’ve had a very clear story. Yes, I am living with MS—that part hasn’t changed. But I am healthy, and my diagnosis has actually been a gift that has helped me prioritize my health. In the life of an entrepreneur where work/ life balance is impossible at times, my health never takes a back seat. Eight years later, I remain symptom-free. I am perhaps healthier and in better shape than I have ever been in, and I often forget that I am living with MS. There is nothing that I can’t do physically, and the limits that I push myself to sometimes surprise me. In fact, when most of my friends, family, colleagues, and students read this, they will be shocked because they didn’t know. I haven’t been open about it because I don’t want it to define me or to alter the way people see me. My doctor tells me that, given how long it’s been since a relapse, he expects I’ll continue to stay this healthy. In many ways, I’m living as my best self. Fearless and determined. Influenced profoundly by hope and possibility and not by fear. The story I told myself on that fateful day in 2010 has never changed.


In my work teaching negotiation, I serve the same role for my students that my neurologist served for me. I often encounter my students when they are vulnerable and unsure. I hear all kinds of stories from them: They are the youngest person in their field and can’t compete; they are the only person of color or the only woman; they are “just” a hairdresser or a chef. They haven’t questioned these stories and don’t expect a negotiations class to be the place where they’ll do so. By far, the most common story I hear is one that sells their value short. And like my neurologist, I say, “Why do you believe that? Why can’t you see what I see? Let’s look at all the facts here. Let’s be in the business of creating possibilities.”


It was a sunny, beautiful afternoon in Baltimore, and a graduation rehearsal was in full swing for the Goldman Sachs 10,000 Small Businesses program’s first two cohorts. The program is an investment by Goldman Sachs to help entrepreneurs grow their companies and add jobs. In addition to the classroom component that I teach in, the students receive access to capital and opportunities for some pretty invaluable networking. I’d be a huge fan of the program even if I didn’t teach for it. On the day I was visiting Baltimore, the students laughed easily, excited to share the graduation celebration with their families the following day. Since they worked full-time jobs (and then some) while attending, getting through had not been an easy feat. They had every reason to be in party mode.


Outside the rehearsal, I ran into one of my students, Dana Sicko. She was energetic and smiley, and I always thought of her as upbeat. She owned a catering company and a juice company and, like the flavors of her drinks, her energy defied the size of the package it came in. That afternoon, though, she looked different. She looked small, and maybe even a little anxious—more like a little girl than the impressive woman I knew her to be. Her demeanor was such a striking contrast to the revelry at the rehearsal, and to how I was used to seeing Dana, so I went over to see what was up.


We chatted amiably for a minute or two, and she seemed distracted, like she was trying to put on a happy face for me. I started talking about something I knew we were both passionate about: juice cleanses.


“You know I’m a big juicer, right?” I said. I’ve long been a health nut and consider myself a connoisseur of fresh-pressed juice.


“Oh,” she said, “I’m not sure I did know that. What are some of your favorites?”


I listed one or two before saying, “But one of my favorites is Gundalow.”


She nodded politely, and it was like she didn’t even hear what I’d said. After maybe a minute she said, surprised, “Wait—that’s my company.”


“I know,” I responded. I thought, Is this woman crazy? Does she really not get what an amazing product she has?


As I found out later, Dana was worried about Gundalow. The company was facing a series of challenges, and she wasn’t sure it would stay in business. Instead of looking forward to her graduation from the program, she felt like a fraud. When I encountered her that day, she was imagining what it would feel like to walk across the graduation stage and pretend she was a success, when she was sure she was not.


This narrative—more than the actual numbers for the  business—was a very real threat to Gundalow. Dana was in the midst of putting together a forecast for her investors and needed to determine where to anchor their sales. She could focus on the not-so-great year behind the company, or the year before that, when it’d soared, and she could also take into account the logistical obstacles that had slowed the company’s progress but that now lay behind it. Changing her mind-set did not mean putting on a false persona, pretending to be confident when she wasn’t. It meant actually being confident, challenging some of the assumptions she was making, and looking at all the information in front of her, not just pieces that looked bad. The day we chatted was a low one for Dana. But before putting together her investment forecast, Dana recalibrated and drew on what she’d learned in class. She considered a broader set of facts, not just what hurt her, and presented an optimistic story that was completely justified.


What’s your story?


We can be our own worst enemy in negotiation because of the stories we tell ourselves. More often than not, those stories sell us short.


I am not preaching from a perch of perfection when I say this. I have told myself plenty of unhelpful stories about my value. For years, I was in business with a partner who was older and more experienced than I was. He was my mentor early in my career, before we went into business together, and as a result I was overly deferential. When business was good, the differences in our decision making weren’t so obvious, but when we hit major road bumps and financial challenges, the disparity in our approach was clear. In those tough times, I felt the burden of our debt and the guilt associated with the impending layoffs of our employees. I was always worried and felt the weight of our obligations in a very personal way, while his years of experience made him more cavalier. It was difficult to make joint decisions about how to honor our financial commitments when we had totally different feelings about accountability.


I deferred to him instead of standing my ground because of the story I told myself: I still have a lot to learn. I lack self-confidence. I am young and naïve. I could have told myself a different story: Yes, he’s more experienced in some areas. But I have great instincts and intellect, and I was responsible for bringing in our seed funding to launch the business. I certainly wouldn’t have done everything right—in hindsight, for instance, he was absolutely correct about not taking on the financial burden of our employees—but when I look back on that time in my life as a young entrepreneur, I regret that I didn’t rest in my power more fully.


In the uncertain faces of students like Dana, I see myself and I want to help them avoid the self-doubt that plagued me at many points of my life. If I can’t offer a magic path over it, I at least want to help them recognize their self-doubt, to examine it, to know that it’s there so they can figure out what to do about it. Because if it’s the story they’re telling themselves, they’re also projecting their insecurities. That’s why the most common refrain I offer my students is, “You can’t be the person who diminishes your value—others will too often do that for you.”


A woman in one of my classes, Kim, acknowledged that she felt a distinct lack of confidence, and she went on to put herself down for failing to “hold her ground” in a negotiation. And yet even before meeting Kim, I could see that she had a magnetic quality to her. In the prep I’d done for the class, Kim’s photo stood out to me. She had a commanding smile, in which I saw confidence and poise. When we later discussed her internal uncertainty, I said, “Let me tell you how I saw you before we even met.” Simply hearing how she was perceived in that photo—as strong and commanding—made her break into tears. It was how she wanted to feel. She understood that the work she needed to do in class had much less to do with calculations and posturing, and more to do with believing her value.


This was by no means the only time I had an interaction like this—it happens all the time, where I will observe someone in a complimentary way and it touches a nerve that is so raw, they become emotional. In another recent encounter, I asked a student why her opening ask was so low. “Maybe I didn’t understand the case,” she said. She paused, then added, “Maybe I didn’t think I deserved more.”


I knew she was an accomplished businesswoman, so I said, “Don’t you have twenty years of experience running a company? Who can do this better than you? Why do you think you don’t deserve it?”


“I wish I could tell you,” she said. “I just don’t think I do.”


Lest you assume this is a women’s issue, note that I see it all the time with men, including the most stereotypically masculine of men: NFL players. I have worked with them when they were preparing for their transition out of the NFL, looking ahead to a future that is honestly very scary and uncertain. When they leave the sport, they have to be their own cheering section, likely for the first time in their lives, since so many of them were revered high school and college athletes. That is a lonely, frightening place to stand, and that loneliness makes it much easier to be their own worst enemy. A moment of self-doubt creeps in, and the enemy within exploits it.


“I don’t have any experience besides football,” they say. “That’s what I’m good at. That’s all I know.”


Those of us who work with athletes see it differently. Being on a team is phenomenal work experience. Athletes don’t think they have skills that translate to the wider world? What about discipline? Collaboration? Grit? Resilience? The ability to memorize complicated playbooks? To watch and break down hours of film? Work ethic? Everything they’ve done to prepare for the “one thing” they say they’re good at has so much relevance, whether they want to go work for a company or start their own. They’ve just selectively edited it out of the story they’ve told themselves.


The stories we tell ourselves shape and define us and impact how we negotiate with the world around us. When you grasp this concept, you begin to see it everywhere—in classes you take, in people you work with, and in television shows you watch. One of my favorite shows focusing on this theme is The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, wherein the heroine, Midge Maisel, appears to have her story written for her. She is an upper-middle-class housewife living in New York in the late 1950s, filling the supportive role that a wife of the era was expected to (including not putting on face cream or rolling her hair until after her husband falls asleep, so as not to ruin the picture of perfection). When her husband announces he’s had an affair and is leaving her, Midge’s story still seems predetermined: She should keep up appearances until he comes to his senses, and then she should take him back. But she wants more. She recognizes she is more. She is funny and bright and she wants to be a stand-up comic. She doesn’t allow herself to be defined by the obstacles in her life or the traditions of her era. Her story evolved from one of “I am a devoted mom and homemaker” to “I am a devoted mom and homemaker and comic—and nothing is going to stop me,” which then becomes, “Nothing’s going to stop me.”


Television shows make it all look so easy, character development compacted into an eight-hour season. But make no mistake—it is not. Telling yourself the right story is actually messy and complicated and, while necessary, also incredibly hard. It is self-esteem, self-awareness, and battling of imposter syndrome all rolled into one. The story of your value is also not a “Kumbaya,”


“love yourself” lesson meant for yoga retreats in Sedona and nowhere else. It’s a very practical one, and it has everything to do with how we negotiate. If self-doubt drives our negotiations, we start determining the outcomes of a negotiation before we even begin. And the more confident you are about what your story is, the less vulnerable you are to those who would question it. The stories we tell ourselves can make the difference between a great outcome and a bad one, between going onstage and going home.


The bottom line: If you expect less, you ask for less, and you receive less


There is a category of negotiator I think of as the “good enough” people. They don’t set aspirational goals, they play it safe, and when they (inevitably) get offered less, they accept the deal. What makes “good enough” people tricky to spot is that they never explain their reasoning that way. They never would say, “I’m happy with good enough.” Instead, they rationalize their approach by arguing that they didn’t have favorable data to support a larger ask, or that they did only what was ethical. The rationalizations are many and varied, but underlying them is a story that mediocre is fine and that good is great.


Sam, a Wharton undergraduate, was one such student. He didn’t like to make waves and although he usually came away from mock negotiations having made a deal, he never made a very good one. In one class exercise, he played the seller of a condo. The condo had a beautiful and hard-to-come-by view of the water, which was its great selling point. But the building was also in need of new siding, which meant that all unit owners would be slapped with a hefty “special assessment” fee and be subject to months of annoying construction.


Sam’s bottom line was $300,000. Like all of the exercises I use, students had enough information to safely make a value assumption. Sam determined that if he sold the condo for less, he’d lose too much money. The price he offered to the buyer was $325,000, and he spent a long time explaining how special assessments hit every condo building on occasion, and that this one wasn’t such a big deal in the long term. The buyer, Jane, wouldn’t pay more than $290,000, and Sam came out on the losing end. “Why did you even bother to make this deal? Why not just wait for another potential buyer?” I asked when we went over it in class. “You could have just walked away.”


Sam looked decidedly upset after class, and so I asked if he wanted to talk about it. “Selling myself short is for sure a recurring issue for me, isn’t it?” he asked. I had to agree. Whenever Sam had something to sell, it went poorly. His sticking point was always the same: He could not embrace his own value in a negotiation, and so whatever he got was “good enough.”


As students like Sam prepare for the case, they don’t focus primarily on how to use the information they have to set more aspirational goals (the condo has a killer view!). Instead, they spend just as much time finding the holes in their argument (the assessment! the construction!) and wondering what their counterpart will think. “Given the issues with the condo, how can I come up with a high offer?”


“Am I being too greedy?”


“How do I truly know the appropriate value of the condo?” Self-doubt creeps in, and the outcome is a safe ask or opening offer.


When we debriefed the exercise, Sam, predictably, said there simply wasn’t enough data to support a higher ask. He didn’t think he could justify it. “All right,” I said. “Let’s test that.” Together we ran through the data he’d been given ahead of time, data that showed condos in that same neighborhood selling for $350,000 or $400,000. “Yes,” he said, “but they were all bigger.” This was a powerful “diagnosis” moment. This is where Sam kept getting stuck, and it happens with students who question their value all the time. They latch on to the one or two pieces of data that would weaken their position, instead of spending the time identifying and finding ways to justify a stronger ask—which they have an equal amount of information to support.
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