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GETTING TO YES IN A FOREIGN LAND:

A CROSS-CULTURAL STUDY OF DIFFERENCES

IN VIEWS OF THE NEGOTIATION PROCESS AND OUTCOMES

ABSTRACT



Understanding where the other party is coming from is a critically important component to any negotiation process.  In this study we examine the extent to which persons from a barter-based cultural milieu— the Balkans— differ from Americans in how they view the negotiation process and desired outcomes.  Survey data were obtained from 142 students attending university in Bulgaria and 130 students enrolled at a university in the United States.  The results reveal some intriguing patterns, with Balkan respondents holding more of a ‘zero-sum’, bottom-line view of negotiations and American respondents focusing more on compromise. Findings regarding comfort level in negotiating with acquaintances and strangers are consistent with cultural differences that participants bring to the table; a greater reliance on nameless, faceless, and anonymous daily transactions translates into higher levels of comfort among the American respondents. 
INTRODUCTION


Successfully investing in foreign markets is far from an easy task.  Managers in international environments must familiarize themselves with the national environment of the country they are investing in (Luthans & Doh, 2008).  The national environment includes legal, technological, and political forces, as well as cultural issues.  The major cause of organizations failing in their foreign businesses is “the inability of managers to understand the local culture and to interact effectively with their counterparts overseas, rather than a lack of ability in the technical aspects of their job” (Johnson, Lenartowicz & Apud, 2006).  



Familiarity with a country’s environment can help managers make prudent hiring decisions and develop effective strategies for their offshore operations. Because of the political issues currently facing the Balkans, as well as some unique legal factors influencing the employee and employer relationship, this study compares new workforce entrants in the Balkans and their counterparts in the United States by examining their attitudes toward the negotiation process and desired outcomes.  These findings should help organizations better understand new entrants into the Balkans and U.S. labor markets by providing some insight on the two groups’ attitudes toward different aspects of the negotiations process.  


A common belief on the part of many, maybe most, Westerners is that those in the Balkans commonly barter as they exchange goods and services, that negotiating is a “way of life.” In Turkey, for example, tourists may well feel that merchants are disappointed if the list price is paid with no attempt to negotiate; Turkey shares borders with Bulgaria and Greece, two Balkan countries.
DESIGN OF THE STUDY

Data were collected for this study by distributing a survey about a variety of career/family attitudes, business expectations, and feelings about negotiating to 142 students attending an English language based university in Bulgaria.  Respondents at the university are predominantly from the different Balkan states: Bulgaria, Romania, Macedonia, Albania, etc.  Forty-six percent of students responding to the survey in Bulgaria were male and fifty-four percent were female. Similarly, 130 students were surveyed at a moderate-sized Midwestern university. Of these, 78 were male (60%) and 52 were female (40%).    

The survey contained questions regarding a large variety of topics: career/family attitudes, career expectations, and negotiating. These questions were previously tested in a Midwestern U.S. university.  Questions were also obtained regarding the respondents’ demographic information (including gender), as well as work experience.  


Since this study is an exploratory examination of university students in the Balkans and the U.S., the analysis provides a comparison of goodness of fit to better understand the two samples’ views of negotiations. Chi-square statistics were calculated for degree of agreement/disagreement with each of the survey’s statements related to the negotiation process and outcomes.  
RESULTS


When asked about their agreement with the statement “In negotiation there is usually a winner and a loser” there was a nearly significant difference in the two groups χ2=12.33, p<.1. The counts and percentages are presented in Table 1.  As these data show, Balkan study participants were more likely to agree with the zero-sum view of negotiating (cf., Fisher & Ury, 1981)— there is usually a winner and a loser in negotiation— than participants from the United States.
	Table 1:
Winners and Losers

	
	Sample
	Total

	
	Balkan
	United States
	

	In negotiation, there is usually a winner and a loser.
	1 Strongly Disagree
	Count
	17
	10
	27

	
	
	% within Sample
	12.1%
	7.7%
	10.0%

	
	2
	Count
	20
	28
	48

	
	
	% within Sample
	14.3%
	21.5%
	17.8%

	
	3
	Count
	24
	28
	52

	
	
	% within Sample
	17.1%
	21.5%
	19.3%

	
	4
	Count
	30
	23
	53

	
	
	% within Sample
	21.4%
	17.7%
	19.6%

	
	5
	Count
	22
	29
	51

	
	
	% within Sample
	15.7%
	22.3%
	18.9%

	
	6
	Count
	14
	9
	23

	
	
	% within Sample
	10.0%
	6.9%
	8.5%

	
	7 Strongly Agree
	Count
	13
	3
	16

	
	
	% within Sample
	9.3%
	2.3%
	5.9%

	Total
	Count
	140
	130
	270

	
	% within Sample
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%



When asked about the importance of compromise when negotiating, study participants from the United States were more likely to agree with this statement than Balkan participants (see especially the frequencies for Likert-scaled values “5” and “6”, with the former displaying a higher frequency of responses for scale item values above the neutral “4” position.  Correspondingly, an inspection of responses to scale items below the neutral “4” position show that Balkan respondents displayed a higher frequency of disagreement with the statement regarding the importance of compromise. Table 2 presents the frequencies and percentages for agreement with the statement, with χ2=12.52, p=.051.
	Table 2:
Importance of Compromising

	
	Sample
	Total

	
	Balkan
	United States
	

	It is important to compromise with the other party in negotiation.
	1 Strongly Disagree
	Count
	3
	0
	3

	
	
	% within Sample
	2.1%
	.0%
	1.1%

	
	2
	Count
	9
	1
	10

	
	
	% within Sample
	6.4%
	.8%
	3.7%

	
	3
	Count
	13
	9
	22

	
	
	% within Sample
	9.3%
	7.0%
	8.2%

	
	4
	Count
	20
	15
	35

	
	
	% within Sample
	14.3%
	11.7%
	13.1%

	
	5
	Count
	43
	46
	89

	
	
	% within Sample
	30.7%
	35.9%
	33.2%

	
	6
	Count
	28
	38
	66

	
	
	% within Sample
	20.0%
	29.7%
	24.6%

	
	7 Strongly Agree
	Count
	24
	19
	43

	
	
	% within Sample
	17.1%
	14.8%
	16.0%

	Total
	Count
	140
	128
	268

	
	% within Sample
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%



The Balkan students displayed a greater likelihood of determining their bottom line position before beginning to negotiate as can readily be observed from the relative frequencies in their responses in the “Strongly Agree” range, particularly in the number of “6” and “7” responses obtained on the Likert-scaled instrument.  Table 3 shows the responses and percentages for “bottom line” position. χ2=18.12, p<.01.

	Table 3:
Begin with Bottom Line in Mind

	
	Sample
	Total

	
	Balkan
	United States
	

	I determine my bottom line position before I begin negotiating.
	1 Strongly Disagree
	Count
	1
	1
	2

	
	
	% within Sample
	.7%
	.8%
	.7%

	
	2
	Count
	4
	6
	10

	
	
	% within Sample
	2.9%
	4.7%
	3.7%

	
	3
	Count
	7
	13
	20

	
	
	% within Sample
	5.0%
	10.1%
	7.4%

	
	4
	Count
	19
	18
	37

	
	
	% within Sample
	13.6%
	14.0%
	13.8%

	
	5
	Count
	27
	46
	73

	
	
	% within Sample
	19.3%
	35.7%
	27.1%

	
	6
	Count
	39
	25
	64

	
	
	% within Sample
	27.9%
	19.4%
	23.8%

	
	7 Strongly Agree
	Count
	43
	20
	63

	
	
	% within Sample
	30.7%
	15.5%
	23.4%

	Total
	Count
	140
	129
	269

	
	% within Sample
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%



The Balkan students were also more likely to feel they were effective negotiators, as shown their “Strongly Agree’” (Likert-scaled response value of 7) in Table 4. The Goodness of Fit test showed a significant difference in the two groups, as well, χ2= 13.652, p<.05.

	Table 4:
I am an Effective Negotiator

	
	Sample
	Total

	
	Balkan
	United States
	

	I feel that I am an effective negotiator.
	1 Strongly Disagree
	Count
	4
	1
	5

	
	
	% within Sample
	2.9%
	.8%
	1.9%

	
	2
	Count
	3
	0
	3

	
	
	% within Sample
	2.1%
	.0%
	1.1%

	
	3
	Count
	9
	10
	19

	
	
	% within Sample
	6.4%
	7.7%
	7.0%

	
	4
	Count
	16
	25
	41

	
	
	% within Sample
	11.4%
	19.2%
	15.2%

	
	5
	Count
	34
	37
	71

	
	
	% within Sample
	24.3%
	28.5%
	26.3%

	
	6
	Count
	45
	45
	90

	
	
	% within Sample
	32.1%
	34.6%
	33.3%

	
	7 Strongly Agree
	Count
	29
	12
	41

	
	
	% within Sample
	20.7%
	9.2%
	15.2%

	Total
	Count
	140
	130
	270

	
	% within Sample
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%



When asked about their comfort level in negotiating with an family members for the purchase of a used automobile, there was a strongly significant difference in the two groups, χ2=20.35, p<.002.  The United States sample shows more of a central tendency toward the mean than the Balkan sample, which displays markedly higher responses in the “1” and “7” categories, indicating a more polarized response in terms of comfort level in negotiating with someone who is closely and personally known to them, namely members of their own family.
	Table 5:
Comfortable Negotiating with Family Members

	
	Sample
	Total

	
	Balkan
	United States
	

	I would feel comfortable negotiating with family members over the purchase of a used automobile.
	1 Strongly Disagree
	Count
	21
	5
	26

	
	
	% within Sample
	15.3%
	3.8%
	9.7%

	
	2
	Count
	5
	8
	13

	
	
	% within Sample
	3.6%
	6.2%
	4.9%

	
	3
	Count
	13
	14
	27

	
	
	% within Sample
	9.5%
	10.8%
	10.1%

	
	4
	Count
	23
	17
	40

	
	
	% within Sample
	16.8%
	13.1%
	15.0%

	
	5
	Count
	20
	41
	61

	
	
	% within Sample
	14.6%
	31.5%
	22.8%

	
	6
	Count
	37
	34
	71

	
	
	% within Sample
	27.0%
	26.2%
	26.6%

	
	7 Strongly Agree
	Count
	18
	11
	29

	
	
	% within Sample
	13.1%
	8.5%
	10.9%

	Total
	Count
	137
	130
	267

	
	% within Sample
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%



The two groups also differed at a nearly significant level when asked about negotiating with an acquaintance over the purchase of a used vehicle, χ2=12.28, p<.1.  Here we see a greater tendency for Balkan study participants to feel less comfortable in negotiating with a mere acquaintance over the purchase of a used automobile than participants from the United States.
	Table 6:
Comfortable Negotiating With an Acquaintance

	
	Sample
	Total

	
	Balkan
	United States
	

	I would feel comfortable negotiating with an acquaintance over the purchase of a used automobile.
	1 Strongly Disagree
	Count
	6
	1
	7

	
	
	% within Sample
	4.3%
	0.8%
	2.6%

	
	2
	Count
	10
	3
	13

	
	
	% within Sample
	7.1%
	2.3%
	4.8%

	
	3
	Count
	17
	10
	27

	
	
	% within Sample
	12.1%
	7.7%
	10.0%

	
	4
	Count
	30
	27
	57

	
	
	% within Sample
	21.4%
	20.8%
	21.1%

	
	5
	Count
	33
	43
	76

	
	
	% within Sample
	23.6%
	33.1%
	28.1%

	
	6
	Count
	32
	39
	71

	
	
	% within Sample
	22.9%
	30.0%
	26.3%

	
	7 Strongly Agree
	Count
	12
	7
	19

	
	
	% within Sample
	8.6%
	5.4%
	7.0%

	Total
	Count
	140
	130
	270

	
	% within Sample
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%



When the focus of the question was shifted further away from negotiating with a close relative or friend, to negotiating with an acquaintance (see Table 6 above) and finally to negotiating with a stranger (see Table 7 below), the findings for the latter provide statistically significant support for the notion that participants from the United States feel more comfortable in negotiating with a stranger than do the Balkan participants, with χ2=16.21, p<.01.

	Table 7:
Comfortable Negotiating With a Stranger

	
	Sample
	Total

	
	Balkan
	United States
	

	I would feel comfortable negotiating with a stranger over the purchase of a used car
	1 Strongly Disagree
	Count
	6
	2
	8

	
	
	% within Sample
	4.3%
	1.5%
	3.0%

	
	2
	Count
	4
	3
	7

	
	
	% within Sample
	2.9%
	2.3%
	2.6%

	
	3
	Count
	15
	5
	20

	
	
	% within Sample
	10.8%
	3.8%
	7.4%

	
	4
	Count
	26
	11
	37

	
	
	% within Sample
	18.7%
	8.5%
	13.8%

	
	5
	Count
	21
	33
	54

	
	
	% within Sample
	15.1%
	25.4%
	20.1%

	
	6
	Count
	36
	42
	78

	
	
	% within Sample
	25.9%
	32.3%
	29.0%

	
	7 Strongly Agree
	Count
	31
	34
	65

	
	
	% within Sample
	22.3%
	26.2%
	24.2%

	Total
	Count
	139
	130
	269

	
	% within Sample
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%



The two groups differed at a statistically significant level when asked about their success in negotiating with women, although both groups tended to disagree with being more successful in doing so; the differences were in degree, not direction, χ2=16.75, p<.05.  Once again, we see a more generalized response pattern in the form of a higher likelihood toward reporting a ‘neutral’ response in the middle of the Likert scale (“4”) on the part of the United States participants.
	Table 8:
More Successful Negotiating with Women

	
	Sample
	Total

	
	Balkan
	United States
	

	I am more successful in negotiations with women than I am in negotiations with men.
	1 Strongly Disagree
	Count
	13
	13
	26

	
	
	% within Sample
	9.3%
	10.0%
	9.6%

	
	2
	Count
	21
	10
	31

	
	
	% within Sample
	15.0%
	7.7%
	11.5%

	
	3
	Count
	21
	14
	35

	
	
	% within Sample
	15.0%
	10.8%
	13.0%

	
	4
	Count
	54
	71
	125

	
	
	% within Sample
	38.6%
	54.6%
	46.3%

	
	5
	Count
	16
	16
	32

	
	
	% within Sample
	11.4%
	12.3%
	11.9%

	
	6
	Count
	6
	5
	11

	
	
	% within Sample
	4.3%
	3.8%
	4.1%

	
	7 Strongly Agree
	Count
	9
	1
	10

	
	
	% within Sample
	6.4%
	.8%
	3.7%

	Total
	Count
	140
	130
	270

	
	% within Sample
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%



A very large majority of both groups feel they need to improve their negotiating skills as Table 9 shows, two-thirds and more of each group indicated such a need. There was a slight difference in the goodness of fit of the two groups, as well, χ2=12.03, p<.1, indicating more of a central tendency in the responses for United States participants, with Balkan participants more likely to strongly disagree or agree with the statement, once again displaying a more polarized pattern of responses.
	Table 9:
Need to Develop More Negotiating Skills

	
	Sample
	Total

	
	Balkan
	United States
	

	I feel that I need to develop more skills in negotiating.
	1 Strongly Disagree
	Count
	5
	1
	6

	
	
	% within Sample
	3.6%
	0.8%
	2.2%

	
	2
	Count
	6
	11
	17

	
	
	% within Sample
	4.3%
	8.5%
	6.3%

	
	3
	Count
	10
	7
	17

	
	
	% within Sample
	7.1%
	5.4%
	6.3%

	
	4
	Count
	17
	21
	38

	
	
	% within Sample
	12.1%
	16.2%
	14.1%

	
	5
	Count
	30
	39
	69

	
	
	% within Sample
	21.4%
	30.0%
	25.6%

	
	6
	Count
	36
	33
	69

	
	
	% within Sample
	25.7%
	25.4%
	25.6%

	
	7 Strongly Agree
	Count
	36
	18
	54

	
	
	% within Sample
	25.7%
	13.8%
	20.0%

	Total
	Count
	140
	130
	270

	
	% within Sample
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%


SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Data provided in Tables 1-9 shed some interesting light on the differences that Balkans and Americans bring to the veritable negotiating table, fundamental differences in how they view the negotiation process and outcomes.  Consistent with a barter-based culture steeped in traditions of recurring face-to-face negotiations among known family and community members, the Balkan way of life shows through in their greater agreement that negotiation is a zero-sum game with clear winners and losers (Table 1), and a stronger sense of the importance of going into the negotiations with a bottom line in mind (Table 3). As per Fisher & Ury’s classic treatise on negotiating— Getting To Yes (1981)—  the Balkan sample reflected more of a zero-sum view of the negotiating process and outcomes than the United States sample, with the latter displaying more of a ‘plus-sum’, ‘win-win’ focus involving compromise (Table 2).

While the Balkan study participants felt they were more effective negotiators (Table 4), they were less comfortable in dealing with acquaintances and strangers in a negotiating context than participants from the United States (Tables 6 & 7).  This may indeed turn out to be a reflection of the deeper barter-based Balkan culture involving day-to-day exchanges among known parties as a fundamental way of life.  The finding that Balkan respondents displayed less comfort in dealing with less well-known parties— acquaintances and strangers— is thus not altogether surprising when we consider the nature of their barter-based culture.  Americans, on the other hand, are more comfortable in negotiating with acquaintances and strangers, and the extent to which this arises in part because of our reliance on more of a faceless, nameless, anonymous, ‘buy-it-now,’ transaction-at-a-distance culture will be the subject of an interesting follow-up to this exploratory study.  


A lesser reliance on barter and negotiations in the everyday life of Americans may help to explain the additional findings that respondents from the United States were more neutral in their negotiation comfort levels with family members and with women than were the Balkan respondents (Tables 5 & 8).  Indeed, less of a reliance on negotiation as part of one’s everyday life may explain why American respondents were more neutral on the issue of whether or not they needed to develop more negotiating skills (Table 9).  

Understanding these interesting differences is crucial not only for foreign investors interested in the Balkan region, but also for expatriate managers living and working in that region.  ‘Manage locally to compete globally’ is an oft-used but critically important concept to heed and employ.  The preliminary findings resulting from our exploratory study shed some very interesting light on key aspects of how persons from two different cultural milieus hold different views of the negotiation process and desired negotiation outcomes.  Knowing where the other party is coming from is certainly helpful in preparing for and enacting negotiations with persons from other parts of the world, and this knowledge can be leveraged to great advantage by practitioners and academics alike, through its inclusion in a range of different training and educational programs (Cohen, 1997).
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