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Compete or Collaborate? 
How to Create a Collaborative Negotiation 

 

Competitive negotiation is the approach 

taken by one or both parties to a negotiation 

where the desired outcome is to ‘win’ at the 

expense of the other party.  A collaborative 

negotiation is where the parties desire, and 

work towards, a mutually beneficial 

outcome.  In a collaborative negotiation, 

there is a greater focus on the genuine 

interests of the parties and maintaining a 

positive relationship, rather than posturing 

or point scoring and a one-time win. 

 

 

Characteristics of Competitive Negotiations 

Proposals. The parties bring proposals to 

each other in the form of changes or 

concessions they want from the other party. 

These proposals usually emerge from 

positions that each side develops about the 

negotiation.  And these positions are 

solutions to their own problem often with 

little consideration for the needs of the 

other party.  There is an assumption that the 

other party will reject your initial proposal 

so it is common to use the strategy of 

exaggerating your needs in a proposal. 

Spokespersons. Each side has a chief 

negotiator who does most of the talking. The 

other members of the team may show 

expressive body language, but only speak 

when asked to by the chief negotiator. Often 

the chief negotiator is an outsider—like a 

lawyer or consultant hired to specifically 

represent one side of the negotiation. There 

is often very little listening going on with 

most of the discussion devoted to 

positioning. 

Caucus and Sidebars. The real bargaining 

usually goes on in private; usually via caucus 

or sidebar discussions. In caucus, each side 

discusses the signals given by the other side, 

the counter-proposals to be given back in 

response, and the proposals that are not 

acceptable. In sidebars, the chief 

negotiators may  

meet informally to discuss how a 

compromise can come together.  The 

negotiation teams are then brought back 

together to ratify these decisions that were 

crafted in private. 

Soft Objectives. Non-tangible or ‘soft’ 

negotiation objectives, like the relationship 

between the parties, are not equally 

important to the tangible objectives, like 

money, time, land, etc. referenced in the 

parties’ positions.  
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Characteristics of Collaborative 

Negotiations 

In collaborative negotiation, each side brings 

in problems and issues that need to be 

resolved, rather than positions. The group, 

as a whole, talks about the needs and 

interests of both sides in trying to get 

problems resolved, new work put on line, 

etc.  All members of the team talk and 

caucuses are short and few in number. In 

successful collaborative negotiations, the 

teams remain a collection of individuals 

doing the talking, and, ideally, the group is 

neither seated by sides nor uses an exclusive 

spokesperson for each side. The parties 

strive for decisions by consensus, rather than 

by vote or they have negotiated a decision 

process they define for themselves as fair. 

Communication is direct. People are asked 

why they like or object to particular 

solutions. The group tries to work around the 

objections of individuals and sub-groups. 

Discussion is guided to be constructive, 

building to an agreement everyone can live 

with; not destructive attacks on the other 

parties or dismissing these other needs. 

Agreements are made through discussion, 

step-by-step, issue by issue. No issues are 

discarded without the agreement of the side 

that brought it up. Issues that are not 

resolved are moved to future negotiations 

or, by agreement, handed to a third party to 

make the decision for all the parties.  

Collaborative negotiation builds 

relationships. It encourages both sides to see 

issues from the point of view of the other 

side. Discussions are problem-based and 

collaborative, not position-based and 

competitive. 

 

 

How to Create a Collaborative Negotiation 

The process we use in The Cooperation 

Company to facilitate collaborative 

negotiations is squarely in the arena of 

interest-based bargaining (see the book 

Getting to Yes.  It usually starts with a 

statement of the problem as each party sees 

it. Each party is asked to bring in supporting 

data so that the other side understands why 

they see it as a problem and the dimensions 

of the problem.  Discussion of solutions to 

these problems is deferred until later in the 

process. 

Once the problem is fully stated and 

understood, information is shared freely and 

fully by both sides. This information includes 

how the problem manifests itself, as well as 

information about needs the parties have in 

a solution.  A bilateral information-gathering 

team is often appointed to oversee the flow 

of information from both sides. 

Discrepancies are discussed for resolution 

not to decide ‘who is right’. 

The parties then discuss the topics that need 

to be negotiated; again, without stating 

positions on these.  This discussion yields an 

agenda, i.e., the list of topics to be 

negotiated. 
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Only after this work is done do the parties 

engage in problem solving negotiations.  

Here the group looks at as many options for 

resolution as can be thought of. This is 

usually followed by a discussion of the 

criteria that should be considered in 

choosing an option, together, to resolve 

their issues.  

The group then focuses on the few, best 

options and discusses the pros and cons of 

each. This usually results in a refined set of 

options.  Only now does the group engage in 

consensus decision making.  This results in 

agreements that are written up in language 

acceptable to the parties and, if needed, 

submitted to authorities for ratification. 

 

 

Role of the Facilitator 

Most groups benefit from a neutral 

facilitator to implement this negotiation 

process.  The facilitator needs to: 

• be the guardian of the process and make 

sure the process is followed, 

• help the parties keep to the ground rules, 

• make sure that all needs and interests 

are surfaced and fully expressed, 

• ensure the smooth functioning of the 

meetings and the satisfaction of the 

participants in the process, and 

• not get involved in the content or try to 

arbitrate a solution. 

The differences between competitive and 

collaborative negotiations are,

Characteristic Competitive Approach Collaborative Approach 

Relationship Temporary, no investment in the long-term 
Long-term relationship viewed as a legitimate 
negotiation objective 

Consideration  Self Both parties 
Atmosphere Distrust Trust 
Focus Positions Interests 
Aim to gain Advantage, concession Fair treatment 
Information Concealed for power Shared for understanding 
Strategy End justifies the means Objective and fair rules 
Tactics Coercion, tricks Stick to principles, facts, etc. 
Outcome Win-lose Win-win 

 

If you find yourself at the wrong end of a competitive negotiation, consider asking for a different 

process—one that invites the other party to collaborate. 


