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In business, the way we negotiate says a great deal about
who we are as leaders. Over the course of my career,
I’'ve been part of deals that moved quickly and others
that required months of back-and-forth. The setting
may change, but the fundamentals don’t. The best
negotiations aren’t about squeezing out the last dollar.
They’re about reaching an agreement that both sides
can live with and ideally, one that strengthens the
relationship.

After more than thirty years in corporate leadership,
I’ve learned that the most rewarding deals are those that
build relationships rather than simply close
transactions. Whether you’re sitting across from a
global supplier or a community partner, the same
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principles apply. Successful negotiators look past price
and contract terms to understand motives, constraints,
and opportunities for mutual gain.

One of the first disciplines to develop is understanding
the other side’s “next-best alternative.” Before any
serious conversation, think carefully about what they’ll
do if they don’t work with you. Can they manage the
project internally? Is there a competitor offering
something similar? Are there timing or budget
pressures shaping their decision? Once you have that
perspective, it becomes easier to find common ground
and design an offer that reflects genuine value.

Timing itself often becomes an invisible variable. Many
organizations face end-of-quarter or year-end goals that
change how they view price or scope. Others may have
unspent budget dollars that disappear if not allocated.
Being aware of those cycles helps you position your
proposal in a way that feels responsive, not
opportunistic. The goal isn’t to take advantage of the
calendar—it’s to align the conversation with reality.

It’s also essential to identify who the real decision-
maker is. The person you’re speaking with may be an
influencer, not the final approver. Each role has its own
priorities, and understanding them helps you tailor the
message. Some buyers focus only on cost, while others
care about reliability, service, or partnership. When it
becomes clear that a discussion is purely about price,
sometimes the right choice is to step back. Protecting
margins and reputation is a long-term decision, not a
short-term loss.
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One practical way to shape a positive outcome is to be
involved before the formal Request for Proposal (REFP)
is released. If you can help design or inform the RFP,
you ensure that the criteria reflect what truly matters—
quality, reliability, and fit, not just price. I've always
encouraged teams to collaborate early when possible,
providing context or data that helps the other side make
better decisions. That kind of involvement isn’t
manipulation; it’s partnership. It allows both sides to
enter the negotiation with clarity about goals and
constraints.

Preparation, of course, is what turns insight into
execution. On major opportunities, I’ve always believed
in rehearsing before walking into the meeting. Talk
through potential objections, align as a team, and make
sure your explanations connect with the audience.
Avoid overly technical explanations when speaking to
non-technical people; it’s easy to lose the room by
focusing on details that don’t resonate. And before you
start, be clear about your walk-away points, the terms
you can accept and where you’ll draw the line. Clarity
under pressure helps close deals confidently and
respectfully.

But once a deal is agreed upon, the real test begins.
Delivering on what was promised is where credibility is
earned. When problems arise, and they inevitably do,
address them early. No one likes surprises. Being
transparent about challenges and proactive in solving
them builds trust faster than perfection ever could.
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Reliability is remembered long after the details of a
contract fade.

The final and perhaps most important principle is to
play the long game. Never agree to terms that are good
for you but bad for the customer. Even if the imbalance
isn’t visible immediately, it will eventually surface.
Fairness is not weakness; it’s a long-term investment in
your reputation. Over time, customers and partners
remember who treated them with integrity. The
business world is smaller than it seems, and reputations
travel far.

Too often, people talk about ethics and strategy as if
they occupy separate worlds, one focused on doing
what’s right and the other on doing what works. In
practice, they are the same. Ethical negotiation is
strategic negotiation. It reduces friction, builds
goodwill, and lays the foundation for sustainable
success. When leaders keep their word and handle
negotiations with fairness, that attitude spreads
throughout the organization. It becomes part of how
people think, act, and compete.

Negotiation, at its core, reveals leadership character.
Every conversation tests how we balance principle with
performance. You can be ambitious without being
ruthless, and you can pursue profit without losing trust.
For anyone starting out, my advice is simple: think
beyond the deal in front of you. Consider how the
relationship will look five years down the road.
Integrity, like interest, compounds over time.
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Winning the long game means doing things the right
way, even when no one is watching. When both sides
tinish a negotiation feeling respected and ready to work
together again, that’s when you’ve truly succeeded.
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