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Those of you who are acquainted with the British and Commonwealth game of cricket (a vaguely baseball-like game sometimes over three days with one or two interesting moments) may have heard of the recent scandal involving an umpire, Darrell Hair. He had accused the Pakistan side of tampering with the ball, and cancelled the match when they protested by refusing to take the pitch after a break. The controversy was heightened a few days later when an e-mail from him to the cricket authorities was published: there, in black and white, was his offer of retiring if they paid him half a million US dollars. It was a perfect example of the disadvantages of negotiating by e-mail.

Questions about negotiating by e-mail crop up ever more frequently on our negotiating seminars. On further investigation, the questions can mean many different things:

How do we respond to e-auction invitations?

How do we respond to e-mailed calls for offers to (apparently) a number of companies?

How do we respond to an e-mailed inquiry from an unknown potential client?

How do we deal with e-mail negotiations with regular clients?

What are the peculiarities of written negotiations?

It is this last question which usually is the nub of their problem, and it usually arises because the art of written business communication atrophied as telephony took over from letter writing, but the rise of e-mail as a tool of business communication has highlighted neglected literacy skills.

To deal with the other variants first:

E-auctions. The negotiation skills required here are to get on the list of approved suppliers in the first place, and to attempt to get specifications changed if we cannot conform to the envisaged requirements. After that, we’re in an old-fashioned Dutch auction where the job goes too the lowest bidder.

Calls for offers. These have similarities to the invitations to e-auctions. They present the appearance of impersonality and indifference with the intention of impressing on the recipients that they are in a competitive race to win the business. This may be the case, but often isn’t: they do want to do business with you but are disguising their need by making it appear that you’re competing. In this case, subtle telephone or face-to-face contact may be necessary to determine the truth. This is also the case dealing with inquiries from unknown clients.

Dealing with regular clients. Here the opportunities of exiting the e-mail environment are greater, should we feel that more advantage can be gained by personal contact. If we choose to continue negotiating by e-mail, then the question arises of the appropriate use of written communications. 

As with face-to-face negotiations, attention has to be given to:

The speed of response . Do we want to convey an image of keenness or indifference?

Tone. Formality or informality? Do we want to reflect the tone of our correspondent or sound different?
Openness. The amount of information given in proportion to the information requested?

The use of questions and their directness or obliqueness.

Conciseness versus vagueness

Initial conditionality of expression moving to the concreteness of final detailing.

Negotiating space: the reasonableness or extravagance of initial demands. 

There are no right or wrong answers to the above considerations, but all are common to negotiating whether face-to-face, by telephone or by writing. What is wrong is to ignore them.

The additional problems that e-mail negotiating commonly bring are:

The basics of image: people tend to use the default typeface and type size. Is it appropriate to the image we wish to convey.? Is black the appropriate color? Do we incorporate our company logo (bearing in mind the amount of memory it might demand, and may cause accessibility problems for those receiving on BlackBerries). Use of smilies when addressing the MD is probably not to be advised!

Unthinking casualness. People often export the casualness they employ in personal e-mailing to the business sphere. We really do have to give regard to spelling and grammar. Poor spelling and grammar can detract from any image or authority we wish to convey. Slang expressions can cause offence. Very often it is inappropriate to use first names in certain cultures, but people often do so unthinkingly. Similarly professional qualifications and job titles may be omitted and cause offence.

Many individuals and cultures appreciate a short, direct style of communication. Others prefer something more indirect and unctuous. Unless there is a good reason to do otherwise, we should tend to use the approach that the other person appreciates. Any informality needs to be studied informality!

Constituencies.  As with face-to-face negotiations, we have to pay attention to who stands behind the negotiator: colleagues and bosses in front of whom they want to look good and who are often the real decision makers. We need to pay attention to who is on the copied list and also be aware that others may be recipients of blind copies. One of the problems with e-mail communications is that employees are swamped with correspondence because many people copy the world to cover their posteriors in case anything goes wrong. Similarly, message length can get out of control as people attach all previous correspondence. I know of people whose computers automatically bounce back any e-mail greater than two hundred words long and for which they are not the main recipient. 
Speed. The beauty of e-mail, namely speed, can be a huge liability. How many times have we had second thoughts having pressed the send button? This is especially true of e-mails sent in anger. The general rule is - don’t. Leave it at least six hours, then decide if the anger is appropriate. Usually it isn’t .

Lack of nuance.  In face-to-face and telephone negotiations, we can employ body language and verbal tone to convey suggestions. We may know some business counterparts so well that we can use risqué language with a pleasant smile and jocular tone. In written communication we can’t: the expletive stands there in black and white, screaming at us. The written word reads harshly. And very often if people can take offence, they will, just as they may enjoy feeling superior at spotting our spelling and grammatical mistakes.

Finality.  In spoken negotiations we may want to float things such as excessive opening offers, initial rejections or exaggerated demands that we can back away from as the negotiation progresses, as if they had never been said. We can’t do that in written communications: it’s there in black and white and can be held in evidence against us. We have to be very careful in balancing conditionality to our demands without signaling either take-it-or-leave-it or weakness.

In conclusion, to a great extent we’re not talking about particular difficulties in e-mail negotiating, as much as the particularities of doing business in writing. The negotiating essentials are the same. Writing brings particular problems of conveying tone and finality. E-mail’s advantages and disadvantages arise from the same sources: speed, proliferation and casualness.
	[image: image1.jpg]



	Jonathan Sims, Principal of the Human Development Centre (HDC), has been tutoring the Workshop in Negotiation Skills since 1989. You may visit the Human Development Centre at its website: www.profitpie.com Jonathan Sims can be reached by e-mail at profitpie@aol.com.


Copyright © 2006, Jonathan Sims 


