
DIR Y
TRICKST
OF  
NEGOTIATING

THE

George van Houtem

DISCOVER AND 
MASTER THE 
RULES OF NEGOTIATION



CO TENTS
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 000

Do’s and Don’ts 000

The process approach 000

Principled negotiation 000

The dilemma approach 000

The dirty tricks of negotiating 000

CHAPTER 1: THE PREPARATION PHASE 000

Determining interests and goals 000

Know your bottom price 000

Know your opposition  000

Influencing your backers 000

Prep checklist 000

Dirty Trick – The Bait 000

Dirty Trick – Scare tactics 000

N



CHAPTER 2: THE OPENING PHASE 000

Size up your chances 000

The ideal first move 000

Dirty trick - The auction 000

Dirty trick - Extreme proposal 000

Dirty trick - First bid is final offer 000

Dirty trick - The ultimatum 000

CHAPTER 3: THE DISCUSSION PHASE 000

The debate 000

Controling the power game 000

Find out what makes the counterparty tick 000

Dirty trick - Our standard terms and conditions  000

Dirty trick – Manipulating the agenda  000

Dirty trick - The delay technique 000

Dirty trick - The trap 000

Dirty trick - The replacement  000

CHAPTER 4: THE EXPLORATION PHASE 000

Reaching agreement 000

Dirty Trick - The bogeyman  000

Dirty trick - The better offer 000

Dirty trick - The good and bad negotiator 000



CHAPTER 5: BARGAINING  000

The concession game  000

Dirty trick - Salami tactics 000

Dirty trick - Escalating demands 000

CHAPTER 6: DEADLOCK AND FINALIZING 

THE DEAL 000

The purpose of deadlock 000

Pitfalls during deadlock  000

Breaking deadlock  000

Closing the deal  000

The benefit of making a deal versus the 

disadvantage of no deal 000

Imagine...  000

What do I need to do to get you to close to the deal?  000

Dirty trick - Continuously pressuring 000

Dirty Trick - The fake negotiation 000

Dirty Trick – Lack of authorization  000

Dirty trick - “Split the difference?” 000

Dirty Trick - The nibble  000

Dirty trick - Different interpretation 000



10  |  THE DIRTY TRICKS OF NEGOTIATING

 
 
 
 

INTRO UCTIOND



INTRODuCTION      |  11

You negotiate more often than you think. Whether you 

are a businessman, politician, musician or marketing 

manager, you probably negotiate every day without 

realizing it. We negotiate every time we have a conversation 

and opinions differ, positions diverge or interests are in con-

flict. We negotiate every time we need the other party to make 

a decision.

We notice this every time there is a meeting and discussion. 

Whenever we have opposing opinions with other people and 

need to come to an agreement, negotiation kicks in. 

We are negotiating more and more but that does not necessarily 

mean that everyone can pull it off easily or properly. Negotiation is 

one of the most difficult skills there is.

For one, it requires being committed to the goals you want 

to achieve. This calls for resolute behavior, which means acting 

confident, making clear demands or proposals, setting bounda-

ries, and having nerves of steel.

Moreover, both parties need each other. Both are dependent 

on each other to reach an agreement. This requires paying atten-

tion to the relationship with the other party and showing a degree 

of sensitivity and understanding to their needs and interests. 

At the same time you have to closely monitor the actual 

content of the topics being discussed. For example, is all the 

relevant knowledge available, is there anything missing, are 

the facts and figures correct, are the proposals in the pro-

ceedings practically feasable? What are the consequences of 
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this outcome? This requires a rational approach: analyzing, 

being objective, taking time for deliberation, and exploring 

alternatives.

For the negotiator, the demands are almost impossible. He 

has to juggle: he has an assignment or an objective, while at the 

same time he also needs to cooperate, and keep a level head. 

This is often so difficult that many negotiators only focus on 

their own position. That’s understandable, but it’s also dange-

rous: for an optimal result the negotiator needs to focus on the 

counterparty as well.

The successful negotiator continuously takes into account the 

interests of the counterparty. What’s his approach? What are the 

written and unwritten rules that are being applied?

What kind of people are on the other side of the table? Do 

they take into account the relationship between both parties 

or are they only interested in what’s in it for them? Do they 

interact or do they keep a distance? Do they act as equals or do 

they try to dominate the talks? Does it feel like there is a degree 

of mutual openness and willingness to reach a goal? Or does 

distrust prevail, and are they playing games and using tricks?

As if the negotiator doesn’t have enough to keep tabs on, he 

also has to take into account the needs of the party he repre-

sents. Are their demands reasonable? The negotiator constantly 

needs to verify whether he has full support of his own party 

when negotiating a deal. 

Fortunately, in the last few decades many strategies have 
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been developed for negotiators. The following will be valuable 

to anyone who has to negotiate. They complement each other 

and can be used simultaneously.

DO’S AND DON’TS

For most negotiators, these are the basic rules of thumb for 

negotiation. The negotiation process can best be described as 

applying basic rules and tactical moves. By using these do’s and 

don’ts, a negotiator will be successful: 

•	 Think more about interests than specific targets.

•	 Allow plenty of time for exchanging information.

•	 Negotiate multiple issues simultaneously.

•	 Ask for more than you expect to get.

•	 Never accept the first offer.

•	 Take initiative.

•	 Be tough on content, soft on relationship.

•	 Taking the interests of the other party into account is not 

a sign of weakness. 

•	 Explore alternatives.

•	 Don’t turn negotiation into a debating event.

•	 Making concessions is part of the game.

•	 Wait as long as possible before making a concession.

•	 Ask for something in return for a concession.

•	 Don’t be afraid to suspend a negotiation.

•	 Deadlocks are part of negotiating.

•	 Meet informally outside the meeting room.
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THE PROCESS APPROACH

In this approach, the negotiation is presented as a process with 

several phases. Each phase has its own dynamics and rules, and 

requires different behavior from the negotiator. If the negoti-

ator doesn’t know these phases and their rules, it can go disas-

trously wrong. 

A sales employee of an event agency negotiates with the mana-

ger of a conference center on the price of promotional stands, the 

number of square feet, catering, promotional activities and deadline 

for cancellation. Their initial proposals are far apart. The assertive 

sales employee is not up for a long discussion and offers what he con-

siders to be a reasonable proposition: “Let’s cut to the chase, we both 

know how this works and where it’s going. Let’s meet in the middle? 

Do we have a deal?”

To his surprise, the manager responds in a less cooperative man-

ner. “I’m glad you’re up for making concessions, because that’s a 

luxury I can’t afford. I can’t meet in the middle.” 

The sales employee is taken back. What now? He’s already han-

ded over all his bargaining chips. 

The salesperson was naive and too eager to cut a deal. He 

went from the opening phase - with a first exchange of positi-

ons - and jumped directly to offering a deal. That’s going to cost 

him considerably. 

Negotiations need time and have the following phases:
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•	 Preparation: internal and external inventory, determine 

interests, objectives and strategy;

•	 Opening: formulating positions, interests, visions, 

principles, and objectives;

•	 Discussion: discussing arguments, getting to know what 

the other party really wants, determine priorities;

•	 Exploring proposals: entertaining alternatives;

•	 Bargaining: giving concessions back and forth;

•	 Deadlock: stalemate is part of negotiation;

•	 Compromise: building bridges to settle the final points, 

adding pressure and closing the deal.

PRINCIPLED NEGOTIATION

One of the world’s most renowned methods of negotiation is 

called principled negotiation. It was designed by R. Fisher, W. 

Ury, and B. Patton of the Harvard Negotiation Project. This 

method presupposes that the negotiator must foremost be 

reasonable, and has to abide by a number of principles in order 

to be the most effective.

Two members of a local little league discuss remodeling the club-

house. The president wants the clubhouse to be enlarged considera-

bly, while the treasurer only wants it to be slightly modernized and 

to have a larger patio. What started as a friendly discussion gradu-

ally turns into a heated debate in which neither party is willing to 

give an inch. “I want a fifty foot extension to the backside leading 

out to the patio. I also think there should be a barbeque facility as 
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well.” The president adds, “The plastic doors and window frames 

also need to be replaced with wooden ones.” 

The treasurer replies irritated: “Absolutely not. Do you have any 

idea how much they cost? And that barbecue is definitely not going 

to happen. People hardly ever use the barbeque, and then it has to 

meet the safety requirements by the fire department.” 

The president is annoyed by the treasurer’s remarks and takes it 

personally. He replies: “Your thinking is short-sighted. You are only 

thinking from the perspective of treasurer. We need people on the 

board who can think for the whole of the association.” 

Now the treasurer is really upset: “What are you saying, I’m not 

professional? If we follow your lead, the association will go bank-

rupt. If there is anyone thinking about interests of the association, 

then it’s me!”

Now the president in turn is really upset. He retorts: “I won’t 

let the future of the little league association be dictated by a two-

bit accountant. That extension and barbeque pit is coming, hell or 

high water!” The treasurer pushes back his chair and stands up. He 

yells back: “You might be able to get your way as director of your 

company, but in our association we decide important matters like 

this democratically.” 

What started as a discussion about substance turned into 

an emotionally charged conflict. How can the board members 

of the local little league get out of this mess? Both have taken 

positions, exchanged insults, and are now angry at each other. 

This situation can be rescued with principled negotiation.
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Separate people from problems

People have emotions. And certainly during negotiations, emo-

tions can get the upper hand. Negotiators can get emotionally 

involved and experience the arguments of the other party as 

personal attacks. Negotiators will then fight each other instead 

of working on the problem that needs to be solved. In these 

situations, negotiators need to redirect their focus on subs-

tance. Smart negotiators address the problem working shoulder 

to shoulder, instead of back to back. In doing so, negotiators 

create a productive environment for negotiation.

Negotiate interests, not positions

Many negotiators pay close attention to standpoints and requi-

rements. It is wiser, however, to focus on the interests and 

motives that lie behind the positions. By asking the how and 

why questions behind demands and requirements, negotiators 

will find out what the real needs and desires of the other party 

are. This will increase the number of possible solutions. Usually 

there are several possibilities to serve someone’s interests and 

desires than the specific proposal that someone has put on the 

table. 

Think of possibilities and solutions

As negotiator, don’t look for solutions right away. Take 

time to explore the various possibilities with the other party. 



18  |  THE DIRTY TRICKS OF NEGOTIATING

This way negotiators let the other party know that they are 

not only interested in their own position but also in those of 

the other party. Separate creating possibilities from selecting 

solutions.

Use objective criteria to get to a decision

Don’t let the decision be influenced by pressure, manipulation, 

or subjective judgment. Base it on objective criteria. Objective 

criteria should be reasonable and independent of the desires of 

both parties. Objective criteria are rational, based on procedu-

res, legislation, market value, comparable situations, equality, 

reciprocity, percentage criteria, industry standards, scientific 

judgment, mathematical criteria, and precedents.

The president realizes that after a stalemate, negotiations have 

been suspended for too long. He needs to reopen the discussion. He 

doesn’t want to make the same mistake and decides to use princi-

pled negotiation techniques. Now they have cooled down, it’s time 

for them to return to the negotiation table. 

The president resumes talks: “We’re not getting any further this 

way, but you and I both want what’s best for our club. We just think 

differently about getting there. I see that we both have the best inte-

rests of the club at heart. Our differences should not get in the way 

of reaching a good solution.”

The president acknowledges the treasurer’s good intentions 

and creates the right mood to resume discussions.
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“I understand that you are against extending the building. Can 

you tell me why? Because I want to know your reasoning behind it.”

The chairman does not argue with the opposing position of 

the treasurer. He wants to know his interests or motives behind 

his standpoint. By asking, they might find common ground.

The concerned treasurer says: “I’m worried about the costs of 

the remodeling will bring. Will we still be able to pay for two new 

trainers?” He adds, “In our current financial situation, we can just 

barely get by.”

The president responds: “I see our league grow significantly 

within the next five years. With the housing development in the 

neighbor hood with many young families, I don’t want a run-down 

little league clubhouse. It should be a place where people can com-

fortably sit and enjoy themselves.”

The president doesn’t immediately suggest a new proposal 

but first wants to find out what the costs for both options will 

include. 

“Let’s first explore our options. We’ll write the different propo-

sals on a flipchart. Lets define the criteria that our proposal has to 

meet. What are important criteria for you?”

“I think that the interest should not increase our budget. With 

the additional interest costs, we have to increase our turnover.” The 

president agrees and then adds his own criteria: “I think our club-

house should be up to standards with other clubhouses.” 
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Throughout the rest of the talks, the two men have deter-

mined both criteria to be an important basis for reaching a 

possible solution. With this approach, both members of the 

board of the little league association have made it less perso-

nal. They now know each other’s motives and interests, and 

can jointly opt for a solution that takes both parties’ interests 

into account because they have recognized each other’s inte-

rests together.

THE DILEMMA APPROACH

According to the negotiation theory of Willem Masterbroek, 

Dutch professor emiritus of Organizational Culture and Com-

munication, there are four activities involved in negotiation 

that are directly related to four basic dilemmas:

Substance: how tough or soft am I going to be in reaching my 

goals and requirements?

You are at the negotiation table to achieve results. It usually 

involves interests, objectives, policies, standards, and propo-

sals. How firm are you going to be in order to achieve them? Are 

you taking a tough position or opting for a soft approach?

Power: how tough or soft are you going to act during the 

negotiations?

If you want your opponent to take you seriously, then the power 
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difference should not be too great. Both parties should realize 

that they need each other. Yet, most likely the other will try to 

test your strength. Do not let the other party take advantage of 

you, and ensure that the other party doesn’t have an edge on 

you. This will immediately instigate fighting behavior from the 

other side, which will not improve the negotiations. 

Approach: how willing, jovial, distant, hostile should I act?

Negotiation benefits from a certain degree of cooperative beha-

vior. Respect and understanding for the other party and their 

interests contribute to a good negotiating environment. A 

hostile approach will result in distrust and irritation, and can 

impede negotiations significantly.

Procedure: how active and interested in the other party do I want 

to come across during the negotiation? Or should I act more 

passive and laidback?

Increasing procedural flexibility adds to the boundaries of 

negotiation. However, this requires that the negotiator be 

assertive and interested in gathering information. He has to be 

flexible when inquiring about the other parties underlying inte-

rests and motives, and asking many questions. He has to put a 

real effort in finding alternative solutions. When a negotiator 

is cautious, it may comes across as disinterest, especially when 

he is not concerned about the other party, or willing to explore 

different options. 
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The inexperienced negotiator cannot differentiate between 

the four activities. He either applies the tough, top dog appro-

ach or the soft one. He combines championing his goals with 

dominant behavior, and repeats his arguments. Or he drops his 

demands because he wants to keep the mood at the negotiation 

table pleasant. A negotiator is more effective when he can diffe-

rentiate between the four activities. By detaching himself from 

his own pursuits and maintaining a friendly atmosphere at the 

negotiation table, he can explore other options.

THE DIRTY TRICKS OF NEGOTIATING

Being reciprocal and finding common interests is key in all 

negotiation. A negotiator should always strive for a win-win 

situation. This is a noble cause but in practice it sometimes falls 

to the wayside because the other party pursues only his own 

interests. While the negotiator follows a proven strategy, the 

other party uses a dirty trick. 

This is not a theoretical book with a recipe for winning every 

negotiation. This is a pragmatic book, in which the reader will 

find out the do’s and don’ts of negotiation. In my practice as a 

professional negotiator and adviser to negotiators my experi-

ence is that you must stick to the rules, but also be aware of 

the unwritten ones. In this book I will discuss both the written 

and the unwritten rules, the dirty tricks, so the reader will know 

which pitfalls to avoid when negotiating with someone who has a 

hidden agenda. This book will help the reader recognize the most 

common dirty tricks so that they can be properly dealt with.
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Are you up for negotiations in which you collaborate to 

achieve a goal that is beneficial to both parties? First, make 

sure you know what a dirty trick looks like before you get left 

holding the empty bag. 




