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Abstract.  Strong negotiation skills are a major advantage to every supply management 
professional (SMP) in today’s job market.  Yet, it continues to remain one of the most difficult 
skill sets to master.  Negotiations and relationship building both play heavily into the customer/ 
SMP/supplier relationship scenario.  The structure and success of the partnerships you 
negotiate and develop with your suppliers and customers will in many cases determine the 
degree of success of the relationship.  All SMPs should seek to select, develop, and maintain 
effective supplier and customer relationships by conducting successful negotiations.     
 
Life is one big negotiation.  Whether you work in the field of supply management or in another 
field, mastering the skill of negotiation is an asset to your success - not only at work, but also 
in your day-to-day life.  This is not a skill set to be used in one particular setting nor one you 
can turn on and off.  For most individuals, it can be as stressful as delivering a speech or 
presentation to a large audience.  Yet, it is the foremost sought after skill for all SMPs.  
Clearly, either you have it or you don’t.  But…there are few who “have it”, and fewer that can 
just “wing it” and be successful.  For the remainder of individuals, we can certainly achieve a 
higher outcome of success by being familiar with certain techniques and strategies and 
purposefully utilizing them.   
 
Determination of Relational or Tactical.  Planning your negotiation, determining your 
strategy, and identifying the underlying interests and motivations of all involved parties assist 
to prepare you and your environment.  Unfortunately, this is the hard and sometimes time-
consuming part – the part most people like to overlook and avoid.   
 
When people tell you they’re going to “wing it”, it usually means they don’t have a clue how to 
plan for or what to do during the negotiation.  They will cross their fingers, let the other party 
lead the negotiation and hope they will not end up at a disadvantage or with the other party 
detecting their inadequacy.  Unfortunately, the other party picks up on this immediately.  The 
SMP is then focused on their saving face rather than their participating and/or leading the 
negotiation.  These are the folks who leave the negotiations in the hands of the opposition – a 
very dangerous proposition.   
 
So, what’s a SMP to do??!!  They ask,” Don’t I need to end up with a win / win to feel and/or 
ensure success?”  In many if not most relational cases, a win / win is what you’re after.  There 
are many times, though, when this is not the appropriate outcome.  If you insist on achieving 
this win / win in those cases, you will prolong the negotiations and the ultimate outcome, and 
still not achieve your goal.   
 
The first determination is to identify whether this will be a relational or tactical negotiation.  You 
can make this call by answering several questions.  What level of communication do you want 
or expect to have with this party?  How involved or educated do you intend to be in their 
business?  What is the duration of your relationship with this party?  And, what commitment of 
time do you intend to allot to this situation?   



   

 

If you plan to do a lot of communicating with the other party, purposely plan to learn their 
business because you’re in this for the long term, and perhaps intend to allot a large amount 
of time, then chances are that this is a relational situation.  On the other hand, if minimal 
communication is warranted, minor involvement in the business is necessary for the short 
term, with a small allotment of time, then this is probably a tactical situation.   
 
Techniques to Employ.  As a SMP, you will focus on a relational negotiation with many of 
your key supplier relationships.  Techniques for preparing, planning, and conducting 
successful negotiations are paramount.  It is also quite likely that this may be a contract with a 
very high dollar value, and a strong effect on the future of you or your business.  Then, it is 
important for you to develop a strong working relationship.  This is a partner with whom you 
want to develop a mutually beneficially arrangement; a situation where both parties have 
something to gain and to lose, and something to lose even if the other party is experiencing a 
problem.   
 
It’s important to develop solutions with the other party that meets both parties’ interests.  If the 
relationship is long term, you will want the outcome to be win / win.  Your technique to achieve 
a win / win should always be a non-anger, non-confrontational approach.  In this case, your 
method needs to determine what will qualify as a win for you, your customer, and your 
supplier.  Techniques in communication, trust building, and sharing of information with all 
parties need to be utilized in this situation.  You’ll want to use advanced preparation, ensure 
no surprises, and define your parameters.   
 
The outcome of a tactical negotiation does not have to be and probably will not be win / win.  
To strive for a win / win in a tactical negotiation where a win / win is not warranted, is a sign of 
a weak and inexperienced negotiator.  In tactical negotiations, a win / win is not nearly as 
critical - primarily because you are still capable of achieving your goal without it.  The main 
reason for this is that your situation is short term.  If you’re exploring your options in a tactical 
negotiation, your options are almost equivalent to “no holds barred”.  Any technique is at your 
disposal.   
 
Although, everyone should start a negotiation with a goal of win / win, it’s important to know 
when you can digress from that path and still achieve your goal.  Although dishonesty or 
unprofessional language and behavior should never be utilized, appropriate techniques 
conducive to the appropriate scenario should be used. 
 
Persuasive Speaking and Influencing Skills.  The use of persuasive speaking and 
influencing skills may be considered at times preparation for negotiations or preliminary 
negotiations.  Many times this will be the extent of your negotiation as your goal is achieved.  
Awareness of what the other party is saying, doing, expressing in any form will give you some 
key indicators toward negotiation success.   
 
Listen to what the other party is saying.  Try to make a connection with them.   Where are they 
from, what is their accent, do you have the same first name, are they wearing a necklace you 
like or is just like yours, etc.  Notice something about the other party and make a connection.  
Do this before you address your problem or concern.  Usually you will have already moved this 
person on your side, so that whatever you are asking for is a non-issue.      
 



   

 

Learn to take advantage of your windows of opportunity.  Determine when you must walk 
away and what will keep you in the situation.  Determine all of your possible alternatives ahead 
of time.  Assess your positions of strength along with those of your supplier and customer.  
You want to clearly define your outcome and know when you have reached success.  There 
should be a plan in play and not a haphazard attempt to get it over with.  Your results will 
reflect your technique.  Be familiar with how time plays into your scenario.  Time can work for 
or against you.  It is up to you and you alone to secure the desired result.     
 
Can You Achieve Success Without Win / Win?  Successful negotiations involve planning.  
You basically role-play the negotiations from start to finish.  You want to know whom you are 
negotiating with, how they are preparing for the negotiation, and whether their intention is truly 
to win.  This makes you think about the alternatives, so you do not fall on an outcome you 
don’t want and have some control in securing the outcome you do want.   
 
There are four scenarios of negotiation outcomes, i.e., I win / You win, I win / You lose, I lose / 
You win, I lose / You lose.   If you are a SMP negotiating a 5 year contract worth $200 million 
per year, a I win / You win relational negotiation is your goal.  If the SMP negotiates a deal with 
a supplier, which is clearly to the advantage of the SMP, this may be a win for the SMP if the 
deal is for a short term and the SMP does not intend to do repeat business with the supplier, 
i.e., I win / You lose tactical negotiation.  Since the supplier has the “You lose” outcome, it is 
quite likely that they will be more careful in dealing with the SMP during the next encounter.  
Win / win may not be your only desired outcome in relational and tactical negotiations.   
 
Can you lose the negotiation and still consider it a win – I lose / You win outcome??  If you 
have planned, listened, and analyzed your approach for the negotiation, you may realize that 
in order to receive the level of success that you want, you may have to let the other party win.  
This means that the SMP needs to identify what defines a win for themselves and for the other 
party.  It is OK to let the other party win on a particular issue – especially if you have identified 
that this is not a primary issue for you.  If this is a win for the other party in their eyes and a 
loss in their eyes for you, so what??!!  Most negotiators could be a lot more successful, if they 
left their egos checked at the door.  Is “winner take all” or a “50/50 split” the definition of 
win/win??   If you achieve what you need, it doesn’t really matter whether the other party 
thinks they achieved the “You win” portion of the scenario.   
 
The one scenario you want to be sure not to achieve is the I lose / You lose outcome.  These 
are two individuals who definitely need to do a lot more planning, communicating, listening, 
etc. before they enter into another negotiation of any type.    
 
Conclusions.  In most cases, negotiation is more than just winning.  It’s the identification of 
the outcome and the journey towards that outcome.  This is strategic and demands patience 
and planning as vital characteristics of success.  Once you determine whether the negotiation 
is relational or tactical, half of your planning is done.  The more experience you have the more 
success you will have even in those situations when you are not allotted a lot of time for 
planning.   
 
Be creative!!  Everything is not about money – directly.  There may be other alternatives that 
may be important to you and/or your customer that are still important to the negotiation’s 
outcome.  Use creative financing and deal making.  No scenario should be overlooked and not 



   

 

discussed because it “hasn’t been done before”.  Try any new scenario you can think of.  If 
you and the other party are happy and in agreement, then you have reached success.  
Closure is important.  When the negotiation is over, let it be over.   
 
Life is truly one big negotiation.  The more you utilize this skill set, the more comfortable and 
proficient you will become.  You may not “win” every negotiation, but your scorecard should 
increase.  Of course, planning is the key.  Planning establishes your comfort level.    
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