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To Greg and Caroline—

I couldn’t ask for more.




		
			PREFACE

			On April 9, 2020, I climbed the stairs to the second floor of my home in New Jersey and sat down in a closet to finish recording Ask for More. Like so many of us, I had plans for the spring of 2020—including fulfilling my lifelong dream of publishing a book and reading it to you. But then, the world—and my plans—were seized up in a global pandemic. My office shut down. My town shut down. And the studio we had reserved for this audiobook shut down, too.

			But when times get tough, human beings get resourceful. I found a microphone tucked away in a box. My husband cleaned out a closet in our home. And when my audio producer, Paul, told me we needed blankets around me to muffle the sound, my nine-year-old daughter, Caroline, said, “Mom, I build forts. I’ve got this.”

			And so I sat in my closet for four days, under a fort of blankets, and read this book to you. Through thunder and rain that splashed on the roof. Through woodpeckers and birds and the sounds of my family trudging up and down the stairs. And it made me think.

			I wrote Ask for More to help you in any negotiation, anytime, anywhere. But even though the questions in this book are timeless, they also proved to be very timely. Ask for More was published on May 5, 2020—after COVID-19 had already claimed 200,000 lives worldwide and put ten million Americans out of work. During the pandemic, I spoke to tens of thousands of people all over the globe—all from my home, mostly while wearing sweatpants. And what those conversations proved to me was that a pandemic might have been the best time to learn the tools contained in this book. Together, we worked to help people land jobs, negotiate with landlords, deal with medical bills, and have hard conversations at home.

			I learned as much from those conversations as the people on the other end of the line. Some of the questions asked inspired me to think about what might be added to Ask for More, especially to help people dealing with challenging circumstances. You’ll find those questions, and my answers, at the end of the book. And even beyond the questions, I was grateful for the chance to speak to others outside my home—to offer and receive support. There were many days when talking to people about this book felt like a lifeline.

			I hope you will never need this book for another pandemic as long as you live. But one thing we do know is that while the circumstances may differ, times of stress and change are a certainty. During those challenging times, these ten questions will help you pivot and adapt, to solve the solvable problems and keep moving forward. And even in the face of an unsolvable problem, like the illness of a family member, they will help you get clarity and cope. I know, because they’ve done that for me. Even in a pandemic, we can still learn to ask for more of the things that make life worthwhile.

			Thank you for reading.

		

	


INTRODUCTION


We make our world significant by the courage of our questions and by the depth of our answers.

—CARL SAGAN



What made you pick up this book?

Perhaps you want to negotiate more or feel more comfortable doing it. You’d like to negotiate for a promotion or a raise—or both. You want to feel confident asking for what you’re worth.

Perhaps you’re an entrepreneur and want to grow your business. You’d like to create more loyal clients and get more value from your deals. Maybe you’re contemplating a career transition and want to find your calling.

Or perhaps the reason you picked this book up has nothing to do with work. You’ve been in conflict with someone, and it’s eating up your mental energy. You’d like more understanding in your relationships.

Whatever you’re facing, you now hold in your hands the tool to help you break through: Ten questions that will help you negotiate anything.

It might seem counterintuitive to learn how to negotiate by asking questions. Twenty years ago, before I first studied conflict resolution, I assumed that negotiation meant winning points, or making demands. But two decades later, I’ve learned something remarkably simple from having resolved hundreds of conflicts as a trained mediator: you get more value in negotiation by asking than you do from arguing.

When you ask the right questions, of yourself and others, you open a window to create value far beyond what you can imagine. Leading your negotiation with questions not only helps your bottom line, but it helps you connect to people in a way that can transform relationships, personally and professionally.

When you change your questions, you change the conversation. In this book, we’ll discuss the power of questions—and not just any questions, but open questions. An open question can become your new negotiation tool to unlock deals and possibilities.

Asking for more also means you start negotiations at the beginning—with you. The first negotiation in any situation is the one you have with yourself. When you spend time asking yourself questions first, before sitting down with someone else, you’ll get more value and more enjoyment from the negotiation process and be more prepared. I’ll walk you through the questions to ask yourself so that you can walk into any negotiation with confidence.

Finally, this book will change the way you think about negotiation itself. Ever read a negotiation book and think, That’s not me? Think again. I’m going to give you a new definition of what it means to negotiate, one that takes negotiation beyond corporate boardrooms and politicians trading soundbites and into everyday life—where we work, live, and dream. One that’s more about listening than performing. One that allows you to be yourself while also creating more value out of every interaction you have. One that takes you far beyond a handshake and helps you create a lifetime of value.

Asking for More from Negotiation

Too often, we are taught that negotiation means talking instead of asking. Making your arguments. Controlling the conversation. That negotiation means having all the answers and getting your way to prevent the other person from getting their way. And if we do ask questions, we should only ask questions to which we already know the answer.

This performative concept of negotiation not only turns a lot of people off, leading them to avoid it, but it’s also ineffective. You don’t prepare to become an expert negotiator by looking in the mirror and rehearsing your arguments. That’s not negotiation—that’s public speaking. And when you sit down with someone else and lead with those arguments, the other person is less likely to hear you, and prone to give what you say much less credit.

Having worked with thousands of negotiators over the course of my career, I can tell immediately who the experts in the room are. Expert negotiators know that their greatest source of strength in negotiation is not bluster but knowledge. Expert negotiation requires you to understand yourself and someone else well enough to conduct a conversation that produces value for both parties. But most people don’t ask the right questions to acquire that knowledge. Research shows that only 7 percent of people ask good questions in negotiation—even when sharing information about themselves, or getting the right information about their counterpart, could greatly benefit them. If you start negotiating by launching into your arguments, or asking the wrong questions, you not only miss the chance to create understanding across the table, you may end up settling for less.

But it doesn’t have to be that way.

What Is Negotiation?

When I set out to write this book, I surveyed hundreds of people from many professions and more than a dozen countries about their definition of negotiation, with a sneaking suspicion that most would have negative connotations around the word. In fact, many of the people who answered the survey defined it as something akin to “a back-and-forth discussion to get to an agreement,” with half using the words “compromise” or “concession”—which mean, in effect, a loss. For the people we surveyed, negotiation was analogous to giving up or giving in.

In other words, most people see negotiation as something you do only when you’re trying to get a specific result. And that you have to lose something when you do it.

Everywhere we turn, whether in a dictionary or a book or on a television show, you get a similar picture. People arguing politics or trading numbers, to try and reach an agreement. For example, some dictionary definitions include:


	Formal discussions in which people or groups try to reach an agreement, especially in a business or political situation. (Macmillan)

	A formal discussion between people who have different aims or intentions, especially in business and politics, during which they try to reach an agreement. (Collins)



As a result, we are taught to think about negotiation in a limited way that excludes most people and problems. Is it really only negotiation if you’re trading numbers or political positions? Is negotiation really just the back-and-forth immediately preceding an agreement or contract?

Negotiation: A New Definition

When I teach people to negotiate, I start by putting up a point-of-view picture of a kayak going through a series of sea caves. You see the front of the boat, the paddle, some clear blue water, and several caves ahead. I ask: “What does this have to do with negotiation?” Most people look at the picture and say things like, “Negotiation is about strategic decisions. You need to pick which cave you want,” or “Negotiation means choosing the best of the options in front of you.” “Negotiation is advocating for the result you want.”

This is a pretty narrow, outcome-focused way to talk about negotiation. My conception of negotiation comes from a different definition, the one that’s way down the list when you open the dictionary:


Negotiate /v/: to successfully travel along or over (Merriam-Webster)



When you negotiate a kayak through sea caves, or negotiate your way along a hiking trail—in other words, when you successfully travel in the direction you need to go—what are you doing? You’re steering. In my work, I teach that negotiation is any conversation in which you are steering a relationship.

I love the kayak metaphor because it illustrates so many things about negotiation. How do you steer in a kayak? You have to paddle consistently. Even if all you want to do is continue on the course you’ve set, you still need a steady rhythm, left and right, in order to continue traveling the way you want to go. What happens to a kayak if we stop steering? We keep moving, but maybe not in the direction we want. Outside forces like the wind and water will carry us away. And the kayak metaphor tells us one more thing about negotiation: You need the right information to steer with accuracy. You can’t close your eyes and ears and expect to arrive at your destination. You need to watch the waves and feel the direction of the wind. Everything you see, hear, and feel helps you steer with accuracy toward your goal.

All of us can benefit from steering more consistently, and with better information—but too often we don’t. Because we’ve been taught that negotiation is only when you’re talking about money, or that it’s for politicians or businesspeople, we often quit steering. We put the paddle down and wait until our once-a-year salary negotiation, or until we feel like we’re in crisis. And sometimes we are steering, but we steer haphazardly because we don’t have the right information to help us plot our destination.

So what happens when you treat negotiation like steering a kayak? First, it means you don’t wait until the contract comes up to negotiate with your boss or client. You don’t wait until your relationship feels like it is in crisis to have a conversation. Instead, you are continuously piloting those relationships in every conversation you have. And second, you take in the right information to help you steer toward your goal. You ask great questions. You use advanced listening skills to get information that helps you shape your deals. In sum, you approach those conversations intentionally. You treat them all as part of your negotiation of that relationship.

When you’ve been steering your relationship consistently, you’ll get even better results when you do need to talk about money, or clients, or who forgot to sign the kids up for summer camp. The result is not only more deals—and more advantageous deals—but stronger relationships that produce value far beyond money.

A Different Approach to Negotiation

If this doesn’t sound like your typical approach to negotiation, you’re right. I’ve always thought about negotiation differently, and I think it goes back to the way I first learned it. While a student at Columbia Law School, I learned negotiation backward—meaning I studied mediation first. What’s the difference between the two? While negotiation involves advocating for what you want, mediation is a process in which an outside third person helps two or more people negotiate with each other in order to reach a mutually beneficial goal. The mediator doesn’t take anyone’s side or feed the negotiating parties the right answer. Instead, she helps people raise the right questions to see the bigger picture of their situation more clearly; in doing so, she helps them negotiate with more accuracy and find more hidden value than they might on their own. Most people in my field study mediation after negotiation (if they study mediation at all), so they miss out on the mediation skills that could make them even better negotiators.

Over the last fifteen years, I have been that mediator, that outside third person for thousands of people, helping them negotiate toward their goals. From that neutral chair, I’ve seen clearly how the me-first, argumentative approach many people took to negotiation repeatedly backfired in the sessions playing out in front of me. I also started to see a negotiation approach that really worked. Much of what I did as a mediator was listening and asking good questions of both people in the room—and when the negotiators learned how to do that for themselves, they achieved the best results.

So when I teach negotiation, my goal is to teach it in a way that helps everyone—not just businesspeople and politicians—know that they, too, are negotiators. Whoever you are, and whatever you do, the questions in this book will help you negotiate anything. And you’ll learn to do it in a way that takes you far beyond one handshake to experience some of the magic—the added value, clarity, understanding, personal transformation—I’ve helped thousands of people achieve in mediation.

This is the more in Ask for More.

What’s the Best Way to Steer?

To steer effectively, you need to see, hear, and understand where you’re going. One of the most senior diplomats at the United Nations, Assistant Secretary-General Nikhil Seth, shared with me that the old tools of negotiation and diplomacy—where you hold your cards to the vest and then try to spring a surprise on your adversary—no longer work. In this age, where so much information can travel around the world with the stroke of a keyboard, it’s much harder to surprise an adversary. Instead, he finds the key to negotiation is transparency: getting and sharing the right information.

Recent research on negotiation and leadership bears that out. The best negotiators and leaders are the ones who ask the right questions and therefore get the right information to help them make better deals.

But achieving transparency is a lot harder than it seems in this age of information overload. We struggle to tune out internet chatter, other people’s opinions, even our own expectations, and truly see ourselves for who we are and what we need. And when we struggle to see ourselves, we inevitably fail to see the people around us—our clients, colleagues, spouses, and adversaries. This lack of perspective leads to all kinds of challenges, including failed negotiations, fractured or distant relationships, and client-service stagnation.

Asking for more in negotiation involves asking the right questions—both of yourself and someone else. What are the questions that hold us back, and which ones help us pave the way forward?


Fishing with a Net: The Power of Open Questions

It’s true that most people in negotiation don’t ask enough questions. But even when they do, their questions tend to move them further away, not closer to their goal.

I became interested in studying questions early on in my career as a professor and mediator. In the second year of my tenure at Columbia Law School, I was invited to teach in a seaside city in Brazil called Fortaleza. One morning during that trip, prior to one of my mediation lectures at the university, I left my hotel room around sunrise for a walk on nearby Mucuripe Beach.

On the beach I saw the traditional fishing boats called jangadas, or rafts, pulling up to the shore, heavy with their stores. Fishermen spread nets on the sand to reveal a rainbow of catch for sale: bacalhau, tuna, shrimp, even pancake stingrays.

Standing on the beach, I thought of my grandmother’s waterfront house in Copiague, New York, where as kids we would stand on the dock for hours, holding a fishing line in the bay waters, in hopes of catching one fish to toss back.

With a sudden thought, I rushed back to my hotel room to revise the slides for my lecture.

Standing on the beach in Fortaleza that morning, I realized one of the reasons people tend to feel so stuck when asking questions is because, when we ask questions, we are fishing with a line rather than with a net—meaning, we are asking closed questions that give us very little and often unhelpful information.

Closed questions sound like:


	Can I convince this client to upgrade his package with my company?

	Should I go back to work full-time and commute, or continue to stay home and feel unfulfilled?

	Don’t you understand we need to save money this year?

	Will my boss give me a $10,000 raise to my base salary?



So how can you tell when you’re asking a closed question? Let me give you an example. Imagine asking me about my most recent business trip—let’s say to India. What would you ask me?

When I conduct this interview exercise in negotiation workshops, most people tend to ask questions like, “Did you like India?” “What city were you in?” “Was the food spicy?” Those seem like open questions, right? Wrong. Each one of those is a closed question, meaning it invites a yes/no or one-word answer. Every time you ask a closed question, you’re fishing with a line.

Want to know an easy way to avoid asking many closed questions? Here it is:

Don’t ask a question that starts with a non-action verb (like variations on “be” and “do”). “Was India hot?” “Did the training go well?” “Were you jet-lagged?” “Should I get a guide for the Taj Mahal?” Most of the time, when you start a question with a verb, you are asking a closed question.

Often, we don’t realize we are doing this. When you’re talking with your best friend and ask a closed question like “Did you like India?,” your friend might share more than your question requires. “Yes, I loved India! One of the most interesting things was…” But if you’re talking to an acquaintance, or someone with whom you’re having a conflict? You’re likely to get a simple yes.

Now that you know this information, you’re going to be shocked at the number of closed questions you are asking in your everyday life, both of yourself and others. When you ask closed questions, you are fishing with a line. At most, you will end up with one fish—at worst, you’ll leave empty-handed.

What Is an Open Question?

A truly open question is one that invites a broad answer about a number of topics. It prompts the speaker to give you factual information, insight into her feelings, details about her activities, and greater understanding of how she sees herself. As I told my students that first day in Fortaleza, fishing with a net gets you a host of information both good and challenging. You might recover a ton of live fish, as well as some carcasses, or a bunch of kelp that weighs down your net. But you’re light-years ahead of the person with one line in the water.

You might be interested to know that this distinction between “open” and “closed” applies beyond the field of negotiation. Lizzie Assa, an expert on childhood play, shared with me that even children’s toys can be open-ended or close-ended. What’s the difference? With open-ended toys, like a block set of different basic shapes, children (or adults) can build anything. One day it could be a wall to climb, the next day a tree, and the following day a village of people. Open-ended toys promote language, social connection with others, and creativity. (Sound familiar?) Whereas a block set that becomes a firehouse means you can build only one thing: the firehouse. Close-ended toys are better for children who are learning how to pay attention and follow a task to completion.

Likewise, if all we want is to finish a simple task, and do it quickly, a closed question will do the trick. But if we want to solve a challenging problem, see it better, connect better with others and unleash our creativity, we need an open question.

Back to India: The Most Open Question There Is (Hint: It Doesn’t Have a Question Mark)

So, you’re probably wondering: What’s the most open question you can ask about my trip to India? The answer is tricky, because this question doesn’t even have a question mark on the end. Here it is: Tell me about your trip to India!

This question casts a very wide net. In answering this question, I might tell you that this was my first time in India. That I felt nervous to go because I was recovering from extensive foot surgery and still had a limp. I might tell you how excited I was that our mediation workshop for the Delhi High Court had attracted such a large and engaged audience. How surprised I was at the warm, family-oriented work culture that prompted the chief justice to invite us to a home-cooked meal with her own mother. I might describe my awe at seeing the Taj Mahal at sunrise, my pride at my students’ outstanding work, my guilt that my young daughter was missing me, or my love for onion kulcha. And I might tell you how optimistic I was that I’d go back. “Tell me” is a magic question that opens up an entire world to your view. You’ll find it later in this book.

Ten Open Questions: The Ask for More Framework

Ask for More contains ten questions that have the power to transform almost any negotiation, business issue, or relationship conflict. In this book, you’ll learn how to ask these ten questions in a way that will change the way you negotiate, make deals, maintain relationships, and pursue your dreams.

These will not be safe questions—the closed questions we amateur fishermen are used to when we leave the house with a pole and a bucket. Instead, we will ask courageous questions. Open questions. Questions that will uncover a depth of hidden treasure you never expected.

The Mirror: Getting Clear on Yourself

When people study negotiation, they tend to immediately focus on what happens when you sit down with (or call, or email) the other side. Should you make the first offer? Should you assess their strategy and then decide on yours? How do you frame your demand?

Starting a study of negotiation by talking about the moment you sit down with someone feels like starting my grandma’s tomato sauce recipe from the moment it hits the pasta. You’ve missed most of what makes it work! Any negotiation, any steering conversation, has to begin with you. You need to steer from the very beginning, by asking yourself the right questions before you sit down with anyone else. The best negotiations, relationships, or client interactions start with you—a process of self-discovery that helps you get clarity on who you are and what you want to achieve.

The first five questions in this book are ones to ask yourself. These open questions will first help you cast a broad net into the deepest recesses of your brain and hold up a mirror to yourself. Self-knowledge is critical to making deals and resolving conflict, while also discovering your purpose and finding happiness in life. These questions will help you get there.

Very often what initially brings people into my mediation office is not what they are most concerned with, deep down. They’ve never been able to ask themselves the questions that perhaps go beyond the money in dispute, the last argument they had with a spouse, or the four corners of the contract that brought them into the room. When I ask them these questions, we unearth what’s really driving these disputes—and everything makes a lot more sense, including what we’re looking for in the upcoming negotiation. This is what I call the “Mirror.”

The Window: Getting Clear on Others

After the Mirror questions are five questions to ask someone else in a negotiation. You will use these questions to unlock your window to the person across from you.

Just as you used the Mirror questions to gain perspective on yourself, the Window questions will help you gain perspective on someone else. Never have we needed this ability more than now. Studies of the political and social climate in the United States show that we are more polarized than ever before. Research also demonstrates that people entering the workforce lack sufficient conflict-resolution skills. We can’t have the deep conversations that help us steer our families, companies, and society forward unless we engage people beyond our own vantage point. We need to have the courage—and the tools—to talk to one another.

Nikhil Seth made the same observation to me about the United Nations:

“It is easy to talk to people who are like-minded. We talk to ourselves much more than crossing the aisle. What really works in negotiation is when you have the courage to take that walk—to go and try and understand another person’s or group’s perspective. But you have to take that step.”

In the process of asking these questions and listening to the answers, I will help you see the other person as clearly as you now see yourself. You will have an unvarnished view of your partner, your boss, your adversary—what makes them tick, what they believe, feel, and need. This kind of perspective is rare and has the power to unlock deals, strengthen relationships, and transform even the most challenging conflicts. That’s the “Window.”

Bring It Home: Concluding Your Negotiation

By the end of this book, you will have changed the questions you are asking yourself and others. By asking better questions, you get better answers. These questions will expand your view of the world and your place in it. They will expand your view of the people around you. And they will prepare you to approach situations with a more positive, realistic, creative mind-set that will launch you into your next chapter and beyond.

But the journey doesn’t end with the questions themselves. Like the Carl Sagan quote at the beginning of this book suggests, asking courageous questions is the start of making our world significant, but it’s not the end. We make our world significant—whatever that word means to you—by the depth of our answers.






PART 1 THE MIRROR


Asking Ourselves the Right Questions

You know the feeling. A potential client calls and says, “I’d like to retain you. What’s your fee?” Your partner or roommate fires off a text asking why a bill wasn’t paid. A recruiter asks you your desired salary. Your tween shows you a teacher’s note saying the homework wasn’t done again. The real estate agent emails and tells you it’s time to make an offer.

And you want to pick up your phone, keyboard—or voice—and respond right away.

But hold it. In the Mirror section of this book, you’ll learn that by taking a short time—less than thirty minutes—to ask yourself (and answer) five good questions, you’ll get much better results, and feel more confident when negotiating with someone else.

In an outward-oriented world in which so much of what we do is performative or focused on others, asking ourselves questions can feel unnatural. Many of us, across professions, have been taught that negotiation competence and leadership is about talking. Or even more than just about talking—that negotiation success means having all the answers.

What does asking ourselves questions have to do with negotiation and steering relationships effectively? Quite a bit, as it turns out. Recent research from organizational psychologist Dr. Tasha Eurich finds a decided link between self-awareness and effective leadership, including negotiation proficiency. But not all self-awareness is created equal. There actually are two different kinds of self-awareness: internal and external. Internal self-awareness is our ability to go deep within ourselves and truly see ourselves for who we are: our priorities, needs, emotions, goals, strengths, and weaknesses. External self-awareness is our ability to examine how others might see us. Guess which one many of us prioritize? When we focus on how others see us to the detriment of actually understanding ourselves—in other words, when we have high external self-awareness but low internal self-awareness—we are more likely to make choices that don’t line up with our values and priorities.

Further, when Dr. Eurich and her team of researchers worked on discovering how to increase self-awareness, guess what they found? That accurate introspection depends on our asking ourselves questions—but not just any questions. In fact, they found that most of us ask ourselves exactly the wrong questions.

One of the most ineffective questions people ask when trying to gain perspective on themselves is why. For example: “Why did that negotiation go so poorly?” “Why couldn’t I land any of my arguments?” Why is a question we tend to use when assigning blame, either to others or ourselves. Research shows that asking ourselves why puts us in a self-justifying mood and leads to distorted, self-serving answers. It’s so pervasive that I’ve seen it everywhere, often with potentially destructive results. In the days following the 2017 Las Vegas mass shooting, when more than fifty people were killed by a man firing assault rifles from a suite in the Mandalay Bay Hotel, I picked up the New York Times and read a piece alleging that in the wake of this tragedy, why was the question hanging heaviest over our country.

But in challenging times, why isn’t the question we most need to ask.

Why looks backward, often seeking to particularize a problem to a perpetrator. But the even bigger problem with why is that it’s a distancer. When we feel we understand why someone did something, we can blame that why and understand how we are separate from it.

You won’t find a why question in this book, and I don’t use why questions in negotiation, either. When we ask why of ourselves or others, we get self-serving, inaccurate answers. Instead I prefer to ask questions starting with what. For example, instead of asking, “Why did I do that?” I might ask, “What went into that decision for me?” Negotiators who ask themselves what questions obtain higher levels of internal self-awareness that leads to better business and relationship outcomes.

That most of us lack proficiency in asking ourselves questions makes sense. We have so little practice with talking to ourselves that when we do, we often don’t know the right questions to ask. Janet, a human resources executive, told me a story that illustrates this point. She was working with a senior manager, Deborah, who was very unhappy with an employee who’d recently transferred into her group. Deborah vented to Janet that this employee didn’t know how she liked things done and she didn’t have the time to train someone. She told Janet she needed someone else. She needed someone great.

Janet asked Deborah, “What would a great employee look like?” and gave Deborah space to consider the question. Deborah thought for a minute and said, “Someone who is a good writer, poised and confident, someone with good attention to detail, a great attitude and judgment. Because those are things I can’t always teach…” And then Deborah’s voice trailed off. She paused again, and her eyes opened up. She looked at Janet. “Okay. I got it just now. He does have what I want. I just have to be patient and teach him the ropes.” Janet told me, “The magic of this question was that I didn’t have to say anything more. Deborah actually called later and said I was a genius because her new employee is such a quick learner!”

As a result of that one Mirror question (see chapter 2), Deborah heard her own words and learned something powerful that changed her entire view of the situation—and the situation itself: she had a great employee who needed a bit of investment. After that exchange, Deborah spent some time teaching him the ropes, and her entire team took off in a positive direction.

Your Turn in the Mirror

In the following five chapters, you will ask yourself five great questions that will help you in any negotiation. That work starts now. And I have prepared five simple tips to help you.

TIP ONE: CREATE THE OCCASION. Oftentimes, the value I bring as a mediator is that I create the occasion for people in negotiation to tune out the noise and tune in to their issue. I provide a quiet, neutral space in which they can focus. I make them comfortable with drinks and snacks. And I give them as long as they need to talk things through. Do the same for yourself! Block time off. Make it a commitment as firm as a doctor’s appointment or a meeting with your boss.

TIP TWO: WRITE DOWN YOUR ANSWERS. Most of us, if we go into an important meeting where we need to listen to someone else’s ideas, bring some kind of notepad or device to write things down. Taking notes is not just a sign of respect; it’s been proven to help us remember things better. So why don’t we do this when we are listening to ourselves? Maybe you’re more mindful or organized than I am, but if I don’t write something down, I have a hard time remembering it the next day. Research also shows that writing down your goals means you’re more likely to achieve them—and that’s what you’re here to do. So treat this Mirror session like a meeting with yourself. Write down your answers to the questions as the thoughts arise.

TIP THREE: WRITE DOWN THE THING YOU’RE THINKING. Not What You Wish You Were Thinking. As you’re writing out your answers, you might find yourself cringing as they hit the page. Or worse, you might censor yourself from ever writing them down at all. We are such a judgmental society—and we judge no one quite as harshly and relentlessly as we do ourselves. I can’t count the number of times someone has said to me, “Well, this probably wouldn’t work, but…” or “This is kind of a ridiculous point…” before saying something profound and useful. We have an extremely hard time separating ourselves from our internal critic.

But I’m going to ask you to fight against your own judgment in this section. This is important work, for a couple of reasons: First, when we judge ourselves too harshly, we can’t see ourselves accurately. In my mediation work, I find one of the most common sources of disputes is people not seeing and presenting themselves as they are. It’s one thing to Facetune your online photos so that you look thinner or more awake—but trying to show up in conversation as some idealized, “conflict-tuned” version of yourself always leads to more problems. What happens, for example, when you’re feeling angry with someone but don’t want to acknowledge that to yourself? When you do sit down with the other person, the unfiltered you pops out from behind the curtain, leading to mixed messages, passive aggression, or harsh words you wish later you could take back. Seeing yourself clearly leads to better self-awareness, which in turn helps you to communicate much more clearly and accurately. Others, in turn, will respond to this authenticity—they’ll be more likely to share their true selves and react positively to your ideas.

TIP FOUR: FOLLOW UP. In this Mirror section, I’m going to give you five great questions that will help you get to know yourself better than ever before. But we won’t stop there. I will also help you follow up each question to better understand the things you’re hearing about yourself. The follow-up doesn’t have to be complicated to be effective. Oftentimes I get the best information from parties after they have answered the first question you’ll see in this section, with one simple additional question. After they speak, I thank them, and then ask, “What else would you like us to know?” I can’t count the number of times that I then hear the thing that has been most on their minds, the thing they were waiting for permission to say. Give yourself that same space and permission.

TIP FIVE: SUMMARIZE YOUR ANSWER. Read your words when you’ve finished answering each question. Then take a moment and think about what you’ve uncovered. How would you summarize this answer in a few lines if someone else had said it to you? Tell your story out loud as though you were explaining it to a trusted friend. (Or, if it works better, find an actual friend.) Then write your summary down below your original answer. When you summarize, make sure to look for patterns or words that seem to come up over and over again. Those have special meaning, so take note of them.

Let’s get started.






ONE WHAT’S THE PROBLEM I WANT TO SOLVE?


Albert Einstein reportedly said that if he had an hour to solve a problem, he would spend fifty-five minutes thinking about the problem and five minutes thinking about solutions.

Another person who loved thinking about problems? Steve Jobs. In 2002, fresh off the success of the iPod, Steve Jobs watched as consumers took to it and used it wherever they went, listening to music. But as he watched (and experienced) this phenomenon, he became less and less satisfied with having created a device that simply added to the weight consumers had to lug around as they traveled. Those same consumers were also burdened with a bunch of other devices: their phone, a bulky laptop, and perhaps even a “personal digital assistant,” or PDA, like the Palm. At the time, smartphones and PDAs came with a permanent keyboard that could be difficult for consumers to use, or an attached stylus that sometimes didn’t work and was easy to lose.

Jobs saw what others did not: people needed one easy-to-use device for everything, including calls, computing, music, and organization. No keyboard, no stylus or other writing tool that could be lost. Just one device and the only accessory it needed: the human finger. He set Apple’s engineers to work on creating the one device that would solve this problem.

Several years later, Jobs walked out of a meeting with AT&T, having negotiated a deal for their subsidiary Cingular Wireless to carry the first ever iPhone—which, remarkably, was still in development. AT&T would have exclusive distribution rights to the new iPhone, and in return, Apple would get approximately ten dollars from each customer’s wireless bill every month. Apple also retained control over the phone’s software, pricing, distribution, and branding. This type of deal had never been seen before in the wireless phone industry. Jobs brought AT&T on board by describing a problem he believed only Apple could solve, and articulating his vision for a groundbreaking solution.

This negotiation was only part of a larger series of negotiations by Jobs to bring the iPhone to life. A consultant who worked with Jobs at the time, Raj Aggarwal, told Forbes magazine that the success of this one negotiation with AT&T resulted, in part, from the way Jobs steered his relationships with all the relevant players: “Jobs met with the CEOs of each carrier. I was struck by his hands-on nature and his desire to make his mark on everything the company was doing.” He steered every detail of the product with his engineers, testing and testing until the product worked the way he envisioned. He steered his relationships with consultants like Aggarwal, with his colleagues at Apple, with analysts in the market—and, most important, with his customers.

The Apple iPhone, released in 2007, quickly captured a sizable segment of the mobile market. What led to this transformative success for Jobs and Apple? As Kevin Ashton, a British technology entrepreneur who profiled Jobs, later described: “For Jobs and the iPhone, the critical point of departure was not finding a solution but seeing a problem: the problem of permanent keyboards making smarter phones harder to use. Everything else followed.”


The First Critical Step in Any Negotiation

The first question to ask yourself in any negotiation is “What’s the problem I want to solve?”

Remember, to negotiate is to steer. Every decision, every turn you make in a negotiation stems from the problem or goal you have defined for yourself. In other words, if you’re going to be paddling your kayak, don’t you first want to know where you’re going? People who skip this step (and many do) run the risk of finding themselves having paddled all day through choppy waters, only to find themselves on the wrong island.

Most people think that the fun part of negotiation is figuring out the solution. Nope. This—defining your problem—is the juicy work. Once you learn how to define a problem, you’ll find how incredibly satisfying, creative, and even fun it can be. For me as a negotiation coach, helping you find your what, your problem to solve, feels just as exhilarating as some people find jumping out of a plane or eating an incredibly fresh plate of pasta in Italy. (Don’t judge; we all like different things.) And that’s because I know what incredible things you might find or achieve on the other side of this question.

Defining the problem helps you create the solution. And that’s the case for any negotiation, whether you’re facing a large diplomatic conflict or just trying to convince your toddler that ice cream is not dinner.

Spending Time to Save Time

It takes a bit of time to accurately define your problem. But usually, the time you spend at the beginning comes back to you. One executive who took my negotiation course and completed this question told me, “I think in the space of fifteen minutes I have probably saved myself three days of spinning my wheels.” When you know where you want to steer, you save a lot of time that otherwise might be spent checking your map and doubling back.


Defining the Problem in Big Negotiations

Defining your problem is critically important for big, long-standing, or complicated negotiations. Put another way: if someone came to my office and I were to immediately ask about the solution to their problem, I’d be asking them to describe something they can’t even see. Imagine that you are hiking up a mountain. The taller the mountain, the less you can see the top from where you stand at the base. You need to start at the bottom, working your way up step-by-step. With each rocky path you traverse, or stream you ford, you gain experience and confidence that helps you continue. And at some point, the summit becomes visible. You’re able to picture what it looks like and how you will get there.

As we hike up a mountain, so too do we negotiate. By asking yourself what problem you want to solve, you are starting where you need to start—with the problem you’re trying to solve—and generating information that will help you visualize and reach your goal, which is your solution.

Let’s take an example. One big problem the United States faces is the chronic absence of some children from school. Chronic absence, defined as missing 10 percent or more of school days due to absence for any reason, can translate into third graders unable to master reading, sixth graders failing subjects, and ninth graders dropping out of high school. According to non-profit Attendance Works, which helps schools and community partners work together to reduce chronic absence, every year more than eight million students in the United States miss so many days of school that they become academically at risk in the ways described above.

Traditionally, people looking at the problem of chronic absence tended to focus only on what was called “truancy,” or unexcused absence from school—meaning days when students did not have a parental note excusing them from class. This one-sided definition of the problem assumed inappropriate student or family behavior, and often led to a knee-jerk, punitive solution: penalties for both students and parents in an effort to force better behavior. But the penalties didn’t work.

When Hedy Chang, executive director of Attendance Works, sat down to define the problem, she didn’t focus on unexcused absences and suspensions. Instead, she defined the problem as kids missing significant amounts of school for any reason. Indeed, in the early grades, she found that many at-risk students were accumulating excused absences, meaning that focusing on truancy wouldn’t catch the problem.

With that problem definition guiding her, Hedy encourages schools to uncover the actual problems preventing kids from attending school by talking with kids and parents. These efforts have led to unexpected solutions. Once they opened lines of communication with their students and families, principals at a number of schools found something unexpected: sometimes, kids skipped school not to avoid the work, or because their parents didn’t prioritize learning, but because their clothes weren’t clean. Students who didn’t have a way to clean their clothes would stay home rather than feel embarrassed in front of their peers. Armed with this discovery, a growing number of schools partnered with local businesses or foundations to provide clothes-washing services at school. One school reported that the percentage of students attending school 90 percent of the time jumped from 46 percent to 84 percent after combining the clothes-washing program with check-ins from caring mentors. Broadly defining the problem of chronic absence helped Hedy, Attendance Works, educators and community partners from around the country design one innovative, effective solution that benefited families and districts alike.

As this example shows, if you’re dealing with a big or complicated negotiation, it’s critical to define your problem. This is true of personal situations, too. Take Antonia, a financially successful insurance professional who, for the last five years, has been in conflict with her older sister, Carmen. Carmen repeatedly asks Antonia for financial help and then spends the money not on housing or food, but on luxury items that she can show off to her friends. To make things worse, Carmen speaks disdainfully about Antonia’s career success to the rest of their family. Antonia feels more and more resentful, and yet every time she tries to talk to Carmen, she has trouble articulating anything beyond her anger. The conversations never seem to move the situation forward, or give Antonia any relief. The reason? Antonia needs to define the problem she wants to solve. Is it asking Carmen to show appreciation for Antonia’s help? Setting boundaries around money? Finding a way to tactfully take a break from the relationship? Knowing the problem she wants to solve will give her a roadmap for the conversation she needs to have.

Ever sit down with someone and find yourself having trouble organizing information or prioritizing what means the most to you? Or maybe you’re ten years into your career and throwing yourself into a variety of initiatives, but at the end of the day you’re not sure what you’re progressing toward? Like Antonia, you may have skipped the important step in which you define your problem.

Defining the Problem in Simple Negotiations

Maybe you’re not trying to cure cancer or even determine the course of your career. You’re just preparing to talk to your contractor about what you’re doing with your bathroom, or trying to get your landlord’s attention to fix a leak. Seems like you should just be able to start talking solutions, yes?

Let’s take the bathroom example. You’re preparing to sit down with your contractor to go over a prospective renovation. Even here, it makes sense to ask what the problem is that you’re trying to solve. Are you selling your house? If so, maybe you’re trying to design a commercially appealing bathroom at a reasonable cost. Are you settling into your dream home, where if all goes well, you will be spending the next four decades of your life? If so, you might be trying to include all the cutting-edge features you will want to use during that time. Or are you redoing the bathroom in a hurry because your partner had an accident and is now confined to a wheelchair? If so, you have a whole other set of choices to consider.

Even in simple negotiations, you can’t design solutions until you understand the problem.


Defining a Problem No One Else Has Seen Yet: Innovation as Negotiation

Sometimes in negotiation we are steering our kayak by “picking a line” through the rapids carved out by the person in front of us. And sometimes, there’s no line to pick; we have to create it.

I started this chapter with a story about innovation that is also a negotiation story. How? Apple figured out where it needed to go and steered its important relationships—with its distributor, the market, and its customers—in that direction. And it all started with defining the problem.

Most people think negotiation is mostly backward-looking, but negotiation is steering. It is creative. It is generative. Ultimately, negotiation is how we create our future. Sometimes we do that by solving a problem before anyone else even comprehends it. That creative place is where negotiation becomes innovation.

Steve Jobs recognized this. Jobs always sought to understand the next problem (recognizing that there is always a problem, even with products that consumers apparently love) and solve it—sometimes before anyone else in the market even recognized there was a problem. On Apple’s campus there is an inscription that reads INFINITE LOOP. What does that mean? It means that, as author Kevin Ashton described in studying Jobs, “Creating is not a result of genius, unconscious incubation, or aha! moments. It is a result of thinking: a series of mental steps consisting of problem, solution, repeat.”

Darrell Mann, a global innovation expert who formerly served as the chief engineer at Rolls-Royce, has spent decades studying innovation efforts by companies, and what makes them work—or not. He found that only 2 percent of companies’ innovation efforts succeeded. And of those, “Twenty-five percent of failures were due to people trying to solve the wrong problems.”


How to Define Your Problem Completely: Getting the “Bigger Picture” Perspective

“What’s the problem I want to solve?” is a broad question, one we often need to challenge ourselves to answer accurately. Neuroscience research from Thinking, Fast and Slow and similar works tells us that humans tend to avoid challenging questions in favor of answering narrower, easier questions instead. We do this to avoid dealing with things we’re not sure how to answer or which we’d rather not confront. But fishing with a net when solving a problem can lead to tremendous discoveries that change everything.

Marcus, the head of a regional office for a nationwide company, sat down with his managers to solve a problem. An employee, Roger, had sought a promotion and been denied, causing him to make an internal complaint. When his managers initially called this meeting, they had decided the problem they wanted to solve was settling Roger’s complaint without going to court. But they ended up diagnosing a much larger problem.

In thinking about Roger’s claim, Marcus was confused about what was happening in this one city office under his jurisdiction. This used to be a happy team that appeared tight-knit. But in the last year, three employees had filed complaints that they were being treated unfairly, whether on work assignments, overtime, or with manager communication. Nothing about management had changed. Work assignments seemed to have been distributed as usual.
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