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Skill Building-  
Have a Good Argument with A 
Simple Fair Fight Rule 
Here's a powerful idea that can help you change your next 
fight from a shouting match into a valuable conversation.  
As soon as you realize you're in a verbal fight, say something 
like this.  

"OK before we go any further, let's agree to a ground 
rule so you can be sure I'm understanding you, and I 
can be sure you're understanding me.  After you say 
something, I'll say back what I heard. If you say I got it 
pretty closely, it'll be my turn to speak; if you say I 
didn't, you can say it again and I'll say that back. Then 
it's my turn to speak and you listen the same way, and 
so on. Saying something back doesn't mean we agree, 
it's just about understanding each other better. OK?"  

 
Why it Helps. The rule is powerful because it assures you'll 
each be heard. Because it makes you actually listen to each 
other, there's no need to shout. Also, there's no loss of face in 
actually acknowledging what the other is saying, since you've 
both agreed up front to do it and you're just showing that you 
hear, not that you  agree. The rule often helps you discover 
misunderstandings, hidden interests, news, and information, 
which makes problem solving  easier. The rule is no panacea 
for a troubled relationship, but it can often do a lot for you 
both if you give it a real shot. Keep doing it for a while and 
then simply ask, "OK, what can we do to improve things?" 
 
Isn't it Time Consuming? It does take more time than a 
simple conversation, but since most arguments turn into dead-
end shouting matches, you're saving time in the long run. 
Also, slowing down de-escalates the fight, so it's often easier 
to get things resolved faster. 'To get there faster, go slower.' 
 
What if You Fear The Other Guy Won't Play? Or that he'll 
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"Hand me that scrap of paper, I 

need to make some quick 
notes before they call back." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

"I'm on hold. I think I'll go to 
IOWA while I'm waiting." 

 

 

 

misuse the process? Start by telling him why it will benefit 
him if you both do it. (See above.) Let him talk first so he sees 
what you have in mind.  Keep trying for a while- it may take 
him longer to do it well since you're more familiar with the 
idea, but don't give up too quickly- he should catch on. Don't 
attack him personally if he gets it wrong ("you're deliberately 
twisting my words")- attack the misunderstanding ("no, that's 
not what I'm saying.")  If he repeatedly listens badly, trivial-
izes the rule, or ignores it, you can decide to stop pushing for 
it, or you can say, "Let's try again later when we've both 
cooled down and we're ready to listen to each other."  
 
Challenge. Try the fair fight rule in your next argument and 
see what difference it makes. Let me know what you find. 
__________________________________________________ 
Five Minutes Till the Meeting-  
"How Do I Prepare Quickly  
for a Surprise Negotiation?" 
Go To IOWA 
What do you do when you've got five minutes before a 
surprise meeting and you haven't had a chance to prepare? 
Students from my negotiation course know that preparation 
for a negotiation is crucial, but what if time is short? This 
month we look at the idea of going to IOWA. That means you 
simply jot down answers to  these core questions:  
 

I-- What are the Interests here? (Mine, hers, ours)  
O--What Options might satisfy them? 
W--Who can influence this negotiation? 
A-- What are my best Alternatives to agreement (i.e.  
       if we can't agree, what will I do instead?) 

 
Writing down the answers to these questions can focus your 
thinking, calm you down, and clue you in on the 
organizational politics. It can also help you spot a few creative 
ideas, and give you a rough idea of how much leverage you 
have.  Of course, it's best to postpone the meeting if possible, 
since you're not really ready to negotiate. If that's not possible, 
end the meeting quickly or take a time out as soon as you can. 
Then run through the I FORESAW IT* so you can 
dramatically improve your performance at the next meeting 
 
Challenge- cut and paste the IOWA mnemonic to a word 
document, print it out and stick it next to your phone. Use it 
the next time you're on hold or waiting for a call                   .  
__________________________________________________ 
*I FORESAW IT is a mnemonic that lists ten questions a negotiator should 
ask and answer before a negotiation. See http://www.betternegotiating.com 
for details. Click on "I FORESAW IT." 
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    Walter Huston, gold miner 
and skilled negotiator 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Think of it as shareware for 
negotiators 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

________________________________________________ 
Better Negotiating at the Movies- 
Treasure of the Sierra Madre-  
"Better Negotiating at the Movies" looks regularly at flicks 
from a negotiator's perspective. 
 
One of my favorites, this film gives us Humphrey Bogart as a 
down-on-his-luck gringo in Mexico who seeks a fortune in 
gold and comes down with a dangerous case of gold fever. 
Bogart and his friend join the delightful Walter Huston on a 
mining expedition, and the three men spend most of the 
picture grappling with trust dilemmas and trust substitutes, 
coalition dynamics, ambition v greed, mediation, and internal-
external bargaining dynamics. Huston, playing a grizzled old 
miner who's as wise as Bogart is foolish, demonstrates how 
and why to moderate ambition, share, build trust, build 
consensus, and use a variety of persuasion techniques. He 
even practices a bit of environmentalism. And of course, the 
movie includes the immortal lines, "if you're the Federales 
where are your badges?" "Badges? We don't got no badges! 
We don't have to show you no stinking badges!"  It's a classic 
example of a telling refusal to supply a trust substitute. 
________________________________________________________________________ 

A New Way to Help Your Colleagues 
and Your Counterparts- Give A Free 
Subscription to Better Negotiating 
 
Colleagues and counterparts alike will appreciate getting a 
copy of Better Negotiating each month.  It can help your 
colleagues negotiate better, even if they haven't taken a course 
with me. That's because I write most of the articles without 
assuming readers know course concepts. It can also make 
them aware of concepts you already use in your work. 
("What's BATNA?" "Glad you asked….")  
 
No need to worry about looking superior-- simply offer him a 
copy and say "Here's a newsletter I learn from each month. 
You probably know many of the ideas in it already but others 
may be helpful to you too. My negotiation Professor writes it, 
and he says it can help us both. If you want to subscribe, free 
of charge, just ask him to email me seth.freeman@gte.net and 
mention how he heard about the newsletter. 
 
You can say the same thing to your negotiating counterpart 
I recommend you share the newsletter with her, partly 
because it can build trust and good will. But won't you be 
giving away an advantage to a counterpart if you 'let her in 
on the secret?'  Maybe once in a while. But like shareware, 
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Great examples of getting to 
wise "NO" 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
     

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

there are big hidden benefits to sharing the newsletter with 
outsiders. If you've ever negotiated with a poorly-prepared 
negotiator, you know how frustrating it can be. Ideas she'll 
learn about in the newsletter can trigger valuable 
constructive conversations as you talk about creative 
solutions, interests, matchmaking, common interests, and a 
host of other ideas you can both benefit from. 
________________________________________________ 
Links of the Month-  
 
Inc. Magazine has a memorable article you can read on-
line called: "Just Say No: Why not all business is good 
business: seven CEOs on the sales they refused to make, 
plus 20 good reasons to think twice before closing a deal. 
http://www.inc.com/magazine/19960401/1621.html 

 
       Seth Freeman's webpage offers articles, links, information 

about training, and other useful information for negotiators.  
http://www.betternegotiating.com 

     ________________________________________________ 
Next Month in Better Negotiating- 
Here are some things you can expect in our next edition-  
 
• Five Minute Refresher - Being More Effective at 

Work by Winning a Mandate 
 
• Is Your Firm Getting Its Negotiation Training 

Dollar's Worth?  What Harvard's Program on 
Negotiation Recommends 

 
• Announcing The Better Negotiating© Awards for 

Outstanding Negotiation 
_______________________________________________ 
How to Subscribe Free of Charge 
and How To End a Subscription- 

      If you or someone you know would like to begin a free 
subscription to Better Negotiating, simply write "please add 
me to your subscription list," add your name and email 
address, and email it to me at seth.freeman@gte.net. (I'll 
never pass your email address to a third party in any way or 
form.) To end a subscription, send me an email  message 
saying, "please don’t send me further copies of Better 
Negotiating" and add your name and email address             .    

© 2005 Seth Freeman           

 
 

 


