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Getting To Yes By Fisher And Ury

Introduction: The Art of Principled Negotiation

Negotiation is an inevitable part of life. Whether you are closing a multimillion-dollar business deal, settling a family dispute, or
even deciding where to go for dinner, the ability to negotiate effectively can dramatically shape your outcomes and relationships.
For  decades,  one  book  has  stood  as  the  definitive  guide  to  mastering  this  skill:  Getting  To  Yes  By  Fisher  And  Ury.  First
published  in  1981,  this  seminal  work  by  Roger  Fisher  and  William Ury  of  the  Harvard  Negotiation  Project  introduced  a
revolutionary framework known as "principled negotiation." Instead of the traditional hard or soft bargaining approaches, Fisher
and Ury offered a method that is both fair and efficient, leaving both parties feeling satisfied and respected. In this article, we will
explore the core concepts from Getting To Yes By Fisher And Ury, how to apply them in real-world scenarios, and why this
method remains as relevant today as it was four decades ago.

What Is Principled Negotiation?

At its heart, Getting To Yes By Fisher And Ury advocates for a shift away from positional bargaining. Positional bargaining is
when each side takes a position, argues for it, and then makes concessions to reach a compromise. This often leads to hard
feelings, stalled talks, and suboptimal agreements. Principled negotiation, on the other hand, focuses on four key elements:
people, interests, options, and criteria. By separating the people from the problem, focusing on interests rather than positions,
generating a variety  of  possibilities  before deciding,  and insisting on objective standards,  negotiators  can reach mutually
beneficial agreements without damaging relationships.

The Four Pillars of Principled Negotiation

The four pillars form the backbone of the method described in Getting To Yes By Fisher And Ury. Let us examine each in
detail.



People: Separate the People from the Problem – Emotions and personal egos often entangle with the substantive1.
issues. Fisher and Ury emphasize that you should treat the people involved as human beings with emotions, values, and
perspectives. By addressing relationship concerns directly and avoiding blaming, you can keep negotiations constructive.
Interests: Focus on Interests, Not Positions – A position is what someone says they want; an interest is why they want2.
it. For example, two people arguing over an orange (a classic story from the book) may both demand the whole fruit. But if
they explore interests, one might need the peel for baking and the other the juice for drinking. By discovering underlying
interests, creative solutions become possible.
Options: Invent Options for Mutual Gain – Before deciding what to do, generate a wide range of possibilities. Getting3.
To Yes By Fisher And Ury advises brainstorming without judgment initially, then evaluating later. This step helps avoid
premature commitment to a single solution and opens doors to win-win outcomes.
Criteria: Insist on Using Objective Criteria – When interests conflict, base the agreement on fair standards like market4.
value, expert opinion, or legal precedent. Using objective criteria prevents power plays and ensures that both sides feel the
outcome is legitimate.

Why "Getting To Yes" Still Matters Today

In an era of polarizing debates, high-stakes business mergers, and complex international diplomacy, the principles from Getting
To Yes  By  Fisher  And Ury  offer  a  timeless  framework.  Unlike  competitive  negotiation,  which  often  leaves  one  party  feeling
exploited, principled negotiation fosters collaboration. It encourages you to listen actively, ask probing questions, and reframe the
conversation around shared interests. Professionals in law, management, sales, and even parenting have found immense value in
these techniques. Moreover, in a world where relationships matter for long-term success, the empathetic and respectful approach
of the book aligns perfectly with modern emotional intelligence research.

Common Misconceptions About the Method

Despite its  popularity,  some misunderstandings persist.  One common myth is  that  Getting To Yes By Fisher And Ury
advocates for being "soft" or always yielding. In reality, principled negotiation is neither soft nor hard; it is based on principles and
fairness. Another misconception is that it  works only for cooperative, high-trust situations. On the contrary, the method is
designed to work even when the other party is stubborn or uses dirty tricks. The authors provide specific strategies for dealing
with such tactics, such as negotiating about the negotiation process itself (called "negotiation jujitsu").
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Applying the Principles in Real Life

To truly benefit from Getting To Yes By Fisher And Ury, you need to move from theory to practice. Here are some actionable
steps you can take immediately.

Step 1: Prepare Thoroughly

Before any negotiation, map out your own interests and try to anticipate the other party's interests. Write down your BATNA (Best
Alternative to a Negotiated Agreement). Knowing your walk-away option gives you power and clarity. For example, if you are
negotiating a salary, what is your alternative? Another job offer? Staying in your current role? This prevents you from accepting a
deal worse than your alternative.

Step 2: Build Rapport and Separate People from Problem

Begin the conversation by acknowledging the other person's perspective. Use "I" statements to express your concerns without
blame. For instance, say, "I feel that our discussions are not addressing the core issue of timeline," rather than "You are being
unreasonable." This small shift keeps the dialogue constructive.

Step 3: Explore Interests with Open-Ended Questions

Ask "Why?"  and "Why not?"  to  uncover  deeper  motivations.  In  a  conflict  over  project  resources,  maybe one team wants  more
budget not for prestige but because they need to meet a regulatory deadline. Once you know that, you can brainstorm alternative
solutions such as adjusting deadlines or reallocating other resources.

Step 4: Brainstorm Options Without Commitment

Create a safe space for creativity. Use a whiteboard or shared document to list ideas, no matter how wild. After generating a list,
evaluate each option against objective criteria. This process, as outlined in Getting To Yes By Fisher And Ury, often reveals
surprising win-win possibilities.



Step 5: Use Objective Standards to Resolve Differences

When you hit a deadlock, step back and ask: "What fair standard should we use?" For pricing, it could be market comparison. For
a property dispute, it could be an independent appraisal. By shifting to a discussion of standards rather than wills, you reduce
tension and make the decision easier.

Dealing with Difficult Negotiators

Not everyone has read Getting To Yes By Fisher And Ury. You may face counterparts who use hardball tactics such as threats,
lies, or personal attacks. The book provides clear countermeasures. For instance, if the other party attacks you personally, do not
react defensively.  Instead, reframe the attack as a problem to be solved together.  You might say, "I  understand you are
frustrated.  Let's  focus on what would make this fair  for  both of  us."  This technique, called "negotiation jujitsu,"  uses the
opponent's energy to redirect the conversation back to interests and options.

When to Walk Away

An essential lesson from Getting To Yes By Fisher And Ury is knowing your BATNA. If the negotiation cannot produce an
agreement better than your best alternative, you should walk away. This does not mean you are a failure; it means you are
respecting your own limits. The book encourages you to improve your BATNA before entering talks, so you have real power.

Case Study: A Business Partnership Negotiation

Imagine two entrepreneurs, Maria and Alex, who want to form a joint venture. Maria wants a 60% share; Alex demands 50-50. A
positional battle would lead to a compromise of 55-45, leaving both unhappy. Using Getting To Yes By Fisher And Ury, they
separate people from problem: they acknowledge their mutual respect and desire for a successful business. Then they explore
interests:  Maria  wants  control  because she will  manage daily  operations;  Alex wants  equal  ownership  because he brings
technology patents. They invent options: perhaps Maria gets majority voting rights on operational decisions, while Alex gets a
higher royalty on patent usage. They use objective criteria: industry standards for similar joint ventures show typical splits based
on contributions. By the end, they reach a deal that addresses both sets of interests, strengthening their partnership rather than
straining it.
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Long-Term Benefits of Principled Negotiation

The approach advocated in Getting To Yes By Fisher And Ury is not just about winning a single negotiation. It builds a
reputation for fairness and integrity. People are more willing to negotiate with you again. It also reduces the psychological cost of
conflict. When you focus on interests and standards, you avoid the emotional hangover that often accompanies positional battles.
Many  successful  leaders  credit  the  book  for  transforming  how  they  handle  disputes,  from  boardroom  battles  to  family
disagreements.

Critiques and Limitations

No book is perfect. Some critics argue that Getting To Yes By Fisher And Ury assumes a level of rationality and goodwill that
may not exist in all cultures or contexts. For example, in some high-power-distance cultures, direct questioning of interests may
be seen as  disrespectful.  Additionally,  principled  negotiation  can  be  time-consuming,  especially  when generating  options.
However,  the  authors  acknowledge  these  challenges  and  offer  adaptations.  The  core  insight  remains  that  even  in  adversarial
settings, focusing on interests and objective criteria tends to yield better results than positional bargaining.

Conclusion: A Timeless Toolkit

In the end, Getting To Yes By Fisher And Ury is more than a how-to book; it is a philosophy of constructive engagement. By
separating people from problems, focusing on interests, inventing options for mutual gain, and insisting on objective criteria, you
can turn conflict into collaboration. Whether you are a seasoned executive or someone trying to resolve a neighborhood dispute,
these principles offer  a clear  path to agreements that  stand the test  of  time.  The next  time you face a negotiation,  instead of
digging into your position, ask yourself: What are the real interests here? What fair standard can we use? How can I make this
easier for both of us? With practice, the mindset of Getting To Yes By Fisher And Ury will become second nature, leading to
better  outcomes  and  stronger  relationships.  Pick  up  the  book,  but  more  importantly,  pick  up  the  approach.  Your  future
negotiations—and the people you negotiate with—will thank you.


