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The Nature of Multiparty Negotiations

FIGURE 13.2 | A Multiparty Negotiation with Constituents
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as a task force), they could be representing the interests of others (see Figure 13.2). Most
of the complexities described in this section increase linearly, if not exponentially, as more
parties, constituencies, and audiences are added.

In this chapter, we note the factors that make multiparty negotiations more difficult to
manage than one-on-one negotiations. We comment on some of the key stages and phases
of multiparty deliberations. For each phase, we consider a variety of strategies that can be
used to manage multiparty negotiations effectively. We show the ways that multiparty ne-
gotiations are complex and highly susceptible to breakdown and show that managing them
effectively requires a conscious commitment from the parties and a facilitator as they work
toward an effective multiparty agreement.’

Differences between Two-Party Negotiations and Multiparty Negotiations

Multiparty negotiations differ from two-party deliberations in several important ways. In
every case, the differences are what make multiparty negotiations more complex, challeng-
ing, and difficult to manage.
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Chapter 13~ Multiple Parties, Groups, and Teams in Negotiation

The Nature of Multiparty Negotiations

We define a multiparty negotiation as one in which more than two interested parties are
working together at the table to achieve a collective objective. To illustrate the nature of
a multiparty negotiation, let’s extend the example used at the beginning of Chapter 12
(a student is selling a audio system and puts up notices in the dorm and dining areas).
However, now assume that there is not one seller, but four roommates who jointly own
and are selling the system. A year ago, each put in $200 to buy the system: now they have
different preferences for what they should do with it. Aaron (A) wants to sell it and simply
split up the money because he wants to buy a new smartphone for himself; Bill (B) wants
to sell it and buy a smaller, less expensive TV so he can watch his own shows; Chuck (C)
wants to sell it and buy a big-screen TV and top-quality audio system that will require each
of them to chip in a lot more money; and Dan (D) doesn’t want to sell it at all and thinks
the whole thing is a dumb idea. Each party has his own preferences and priorities, and the
roommates must collectively decide what they will to do if and when the system is sold.
They might agree to make a single collective decision about what to do next, or a pair
might form some kind of compromise and pool their money, or each might go his separate
way. When the parties agree to hold a meeting to discuss the options and make a collec-
tive decision, this is a multiparty negotiation that involves unique dynamics in a collective
decision-making process.

The general model for a multiparty negotiation is represented in Figure 13.1. Each of
the parties (there can be three or more) is representing his or her own interests. In a differ-
ent situation (e.g., they might be representatives of different departments meeting together

FIGURE 13.1 | A Multiparty Negotiation
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On January 28, 1986, the space shuttle Challenger
exploded 73 seconds into its flight. All those on
the flight were instantly killed, including civilian
passengers specially recruited for the trip. Subse-
quent investigations placed part of the blame for
this tragedy on leaders at the National Aeronautics
and Space Administration (NASA) who failed to
create a communication environment that allowed
their subordinates to discuss openly potential tech-
nical difficulties. If communication had been more
open, the Challenger might not have been lost.

In his book-length report on the Challenger
disaster, Philip Tompkins (1993) noted that
workers at NASA knew their director did not like
to hear bad news. He had a tendency to “kill the
messenger,” particularly when faced with tech-
nical information that might necessitate delays
in the launch schedule. Consequently, his sub-
ordinates communicated with him in a passive,
nondirective style. In the days prior to Chal-
lenger’s launch, engineers met to discuss poten-
tial technical difficulties with the flight based
on the colder-than-usual weather. These techni-
cal professionals concluded that launching the
Challenger might be dangerous in cold-weather

Space Shuttle Challenger |

X 113.1

conditions. However, because meetings at NASA
did not generally promote open exchange of
ideas and debate, the indirect warnings they is-
sued were ignored. Some professionals testified
after the accident that they were intimidated by
senior administrators at NASA and did not feel
they could bring problems to the table for discus-
sion. Instead, they relied on hints and technical
memos to try to get their message across without
angering their superiors.

Tompkins wrote that one purpose of his book
was “to point out the value of communication,
the dangers of defensiveness and unwillingness
to face open appraisal” (p. 110). The Challenger
disaster aptly demonstrates the tragedy that can
strike if all members of a work team cannot speak
openly in meetings and negotiations. Many who
have studied this disaster have also pointed out
that the dynamics Tompkins describes are dra-
matically similar to the characteristics of “group-
think” (Janis, 1982).

Source: Adapted from Phillip K. Tompkins, Organizational
Communication Imperatives: Lessons of the Space Program
(Los Angeles: Roxbury Publishing Company, 1993).

their differences or may not work through their differences adequately to reach an effec-
tive solution. Janis’s (1982, 1989) research on policy-making and decision-making groups
has shown that these efforts to minimize and avoid conflict can frequently lead to disaster.
Fiascoes such as the U.S. invasion of the Bay of Pigs in Cuba during the Kennedy adminis-
tration (Janis, 1982) or NASA’s decision to launch the Challenger space shuttle (Tompkins,
1993) were caused by dynamics in the key decision-making groups that pushed group
members to avoid conflict and avoid expressing their real reservations about going ahead
with the project (see Box 13.1). This hesitancy led to an illusion of consensus in which each
party believed that he was the only dissenting member in a strong, emerging agreement
about what actions to take. Afraid to express their dissent for fear of looking weak and fool-
ish (note the face-saving dynamics—see Chapter 11), group members self-censored their
reservations and concerns, thereby reinforcing the apparent surface consensus and leading

to a decision with disastrous consequences.

Procedural Complexity A fourth way in which multiparty negotiations are more com-
plex than two-party ones is that the process they have to follow is more complicated. In one-
on-one negotiations, the parties simply take turns in presenting their issues and perspectives,
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What Is a Coalition?

to come at the same time and try to play the two off against each other. In this case,
each buyer’s offer on the system becomes the seller’s alternative for the other’s offer
(assuming both offers are acceptable), and the seller can, in effect. auction the system
off to the highest bidder.

In the third case, the two buyers show up at the door together, exchange greetings,
and discover that they live in the same campus residence. They also discover that
they were both asked to come at the same time by the seller and figure out that the
seller is probably trying to get them to bid against each other. So they agree to make
a lowball offer on the system and not increase their bids by more than a few dollars.
They hope that if they try to hold the price down but offer to pay cash on the spot,
they can get the seller to sell the system now.

These are three different variations on a three-party negotiation. The first case
resembles the typical agency relationship situation we described in Chapter 11. One
buyer is representing the other, and we have two negotiations occurring: one between
the buyer and the seller and one between the buyer and her roommate. In the second
case, the seller is conducting a sequenced series of one-on-one transactions; he gets one
to bid, then goes to the other with the bid and asks her to raise it; thus, he is using each
potential buyer as his alternative while he tries to get them to compete in an auction.
The seller’s success in this case relies heavily on the buyers’ unwillingness or inability
to communicate with each other. In the third case, the seller is about to be unwittingly
compromised by the buyers. Having discovered the seller’s intent to get them to com-
pete, the buyers are motivated and able to collude as a way to hold the price down and
to punish the seller for trying to structure the deal as an auction. If the buyers are
successful, they may be able to purchase the audio system at a bargain price (although
they still may face a negotiation between themselves over who actually gets the system
or the terms of its use).

In this chapter we are focusing on this third situation—what happens when the par-
ties form coalitions or alliances in order to strengthen their bargaining position through
collective action.

What Is a Coalition?

A coalition, simply defined, is a collection of two or more parties within a larger
social setting who work together to pursue mutually desirable goals (Guo and Lim, 2007:
Murnighan, 1986). So, for example, in a four-party negotiation, two parties might come
together as a coalition to try to influence the outcome in a way that makes the two of them
happy, even if that means the other parties’ interests are given less emphasis.

There has been extensive research on coalitions. Much of this work has been done in
laboratory settings with experimental bargaining games or simulations of voting behavior,
but some has consisted of applied studies that analyze coalition formation in real-world
settings. One particularly appealing context for studying coalitions is complex organi-
zations, where decisions are often made by coalitions of people. Venerable theories of
organizational governance and management' refer to the group of people who direct and
manage the organization as the “dominant coalition.” This usually includes those with the




Chapter 12 Coalitions

The chapter concludes with some practical advice for building and maintaining coalitions.
Done well, coalitions are not just convenient vehicles for the pursuit of self-interest through
short-term alliances with expedient partners, but can be ways to achieve beneficial and
lasting outcomes for all parties at the negotiating table and for the larger social systems
(e.g., organizations, communities) within which coalition politics exist. Our hope is that
this chapter helps you become more proficient in the art and science of building and main-
taining constructive coalitions, and also become better “consumers” of the coalition politics
that swirl around you in multiparty negotiation and dispute resolution.

Let’s begin with an example illustrating some of the complexities that arise when
multiple parties are involved.

A Situation with More Than Two Parties

A negotiation situation becomes more complex when more negotiators are added (see
Figure 12.1). For example, let’s consider a student who wants to sell a used audio system.
He posts a notice on an online campus ad board, providing details about the system for
sale and a suggested price. Two interested students call. Let's now assume three different
variations on this situation:

¢ In the first case, the two potential buyers are roommates. One roommate has agreed
that she will do the talking and try to negotiate the best deal with the seller, while the
other one stays silent but comes along for moral support.

In the second case, the two buyers do not know each other. The seller can sell to the
first one who calls, sell to the first one who shows up at his apartment, or ask the two

FIGURE 12.1 | A Seller and Two Buyers
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