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Positional Bargaining
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	What is Positional Bargaining?
Positional bargaining is a negotiation strategy that involves holding on to a fixed idea, or position, of what you want and arguing for it and it alone, regardless of any underlying interests. The classic example of positional bargaining is the haggling that takes place between proprietor and customer over the price of an item. The customer has a maximum amount she will pay and the proprietor will only sell something over a certain minimum amount. Each side starts with an extreme position, which in this case is a monetary value, and proceed from there to negotiate and make concessions. Eventually a compromise may be reached. For example, a man offers a vendor at the flea market $10 for a rug he has for sale. The vendor asks for $30, so the customer offers $15. The merchant then says he will accept $25, but the customer says the highest he will go is $20. The vendor agrees that $20 is acceptable and the sale is made at $20. So the customer pays $10 more than he originally wanted and the vendor receives $10 less.

Why is Positional Bargaining Important?
Positional bargaining tends to be the first strategy people adopt when entering a negotiation. This is often problematic, because as the negotiation advances, the negotiators become more and more committed to their positions, continually restating and defending them. A strong commitment to defending a position usually leads to a lack of attention to both parties' underlying interests. Therefore, any agreement that is reached will "probably reflect a mechanical splitting of the difference between final positions rather than a solution carefully crafted to meet the legitimate interests of the parties."[1]

Therefore, positional bargaining is often considered a less constructive and less efficient strategy for negotiation than integrative negotiation.[2] Positional bargaining is less likely to result in a win-win outcome and may also result in bad feelings between the parties, possibly arising out of the adversarial, "you vs. me" approach or simply a result of one side not being truly satisfied with their end of the outcome. Positional bargaining is inefficient in terms of the number of decisions that must be made. The example above demonstrates the back-and-forth nature of positional bargaining. The more extreme the opening positions are, the longer it will take to reach a compromise.

Can Positional Bargaining Be Good?
Despite criticism of positional bargaining, supporters of this negotiation strategy do exist.

It has been argued that consideration of all underlying interests in a negotiation process is unnecessary. In fact it may sometimes be counterproductive. This is because of the distinction and relationship between issues and interests. Issues are universal; they are shared between each party in a conflict. Interests, on the other hand, are specific to each party: what the buyer of the rug in the market wants is a bargain, what the seller wants is profit. This relationship is quite simple. The problem arises when the issue at hand stirs up dramatically opposing interests between the parties, a situation in which it would be very difficult to bring them into agreement. If this is the case, it may sometimes be better to negotiate in terms of positions and go for a compromise.

For example, two nations are in a dispute over water rights. However, they also differ on many other issues, including trade, immigration, religion, and politics. Broadening the debate to include these underlying interests will only polarize the sides further. In this case it may be much easier to reach agreement if the two sides focus on the smaller issue of water, and set aside their other concerns.This involves negotiating in terms of positions. This may help the sides reach a compromise without creating any larger, interest-based conflicts. So, for issues that involve extremely conflicting underlying interests, it may be best to just focus on positions and aim for compromise.[3]



[1] Fisher and Ury outline the basics of this argument in Chapter 1 of Getting to Yes. Roger Fisher and William Ury, Getting to Yes: Negotiating Agreement Without Giving In. (New York: Penguin Books, 1981), 5. 

[2] Ibid, 4-7. The authors discuss the shortcomings of positional bargaining in this section. 

[3] David A. Lax and James K. Sebenius, "Interests: The Measure of Negotiation." In Negotiation Theory and Practice, eds. J. William Breslin and Jeffrey Z. Rubin, (Cambridge: The Program on Negotiation at Harvard Law School, 1991), 165. 
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Sources of Additional, In-depth Information on this Topic
Additional Explanations of the Underlying Concepts:

Helms, Wesley S. "Rubbing Your Nose Off At The Grindstone." , February 2003
Available at: http://www.mediate.com/articles/helmsW.cfm?nl=18.

This article explores positional bargaining. The author argues, "positional bargaining only works in the short term, during times of crisis, and when it meets the needs of the bargainers constituency. Hard positional bargaining beyond the system's perceived crisis timeframe damages relationships and alienates the bargainer."

Fisher, Roger, William L. Ury and Bruce Patton. "Don't Bargain Over Positions." In Getting to Yes: Negotiating Agreement Without Giving In, 2nd Edition . Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., April 1992. Pages: 3-14. 
This chapter sets the stage for Fisher and Ury's classic explanation of principled negotiation (integrative bargaining). The authors explain what positional bargaining is and why this negotiation approach tends to produce unwise agreements. 
Lax, David and James Sebenius. "Interests: The Measure of Negotiation." Negoitation Theory and Practice , January 1, 1991. 
This essay discusses how the interests of negotiators themselves play into the negotiation process. The authors also make an effort to clearly distinguish various types of interests from one another as well as distinguish interests from issues and positions. They note that in some instances, commitment to a position is the most effective way to claim value in a dispute. 

Palmer, Michael. "Problem-Solving Negotiation: What's In It for You and Your Clients." 26 Oct. Vermont B. Journal 1 , 2000. 
This article suggests that problem-solving negotiation, as opposed to litigation, is a more advantageous strategy for lawyers to use when dealing with disputes. All too often, litigation, which involves positional bargaining, is not the most adequate tool in addressing clients' needs. Positional bargaining is faced with many limitations such as: failing to listen to each other, allowing a conflict to escalate into harsh words or even violence, and dismissing innovative ways to produce more value for each party.
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