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Preface to the Third Edition 

Thirty years have now passed since the initial publication of Getting to 

YES. We are delighted and humbled that so many people from so many 

places around the world continue to find it helpful in transforming their 

conflicts and negotiating mutually satisfying agreements. Little did we 

know at the time of its publication that this slender book would become 

a reference point in a quiet revolution that has over the course of three 

decades changed the way we make decisions within our families, 

organizations, and societies. 

The negotiation revolution 
A generation ago, the prevailing view of decision-making in most places 

was hierarchical. The people at the top of the pyramids of power—at 

work, in the family, in politics—were supposed to make the decisions and 

the people at the bottom of the pyramids to follow the orders. Of course, 

the reality was always more complicated. 

In today’s world, characterized by flatter organizations, faster 

innovation, and the explosion of the Internet, it is clearer than ever that 

to accomplish our work and meet our needs, we often have to rely on 

dozens, hundreds, perhaps thousands of individuals and organizations 

over whom we exercise no direct control. We simply cannot rely on giving 

orders—even when we are dealing with employees or children. To get 

what we want, we are compelled to negotiate. More slowly in some 

places, more rapidly in others, the pyramids of power are shifting into 

networks of negotiation. This quiet revolution, which accompanies the 



better-known knowledge revolution, could well be called the 

“negotiation revolution.” 

We began the first edition of Getting to YES with the sentence: “Like it 

or not, you are a negotiator.” Back then, for many readers, that was an 

eye opener. Now it has become an acknowledged reality. Back then, the 

term “negotiation” was more likely to be associated with specialized 

activities such as labor talks, closing a sale, or perhaps international 

diplomacy. Now almost all of us recognize that we negotiate in an 

informal sense with just about everyone we meet from morning to night. 

A generation ago, the term “negotiation” also had an adversarial 

connotation. In contemplating a negotiation, the common question in 

people’s minds was, “Who is going to win and who is going to lose?” To 

reach an agreement, someone had to “give in.” It was not a pleasant 

prospect. The idea that both sides could benefit, that both could “win,” 

was foreign to many of us. Now it is increasingly recognized that there are 

cooperative ways of negotiating our differences and that even if a “win-

win” solution cannot be found, a wise agreement can still often be 

reached that is better for both sides than the alternative. 

When we were writing Getting to YES, very few courses taught 

negotiation. Now learning to negotiate well is accepted as a core 

competence with many courses offered in law schools, business schools, 

schools of government, and even in quite a few primary, elementary, and 

high schools. 

In short, the “negotiation revolution” is now in full sway around the 

world, and we take heart that the commonsense tenets of principled 

negotiation have spread far and wide to good effect. 

The work ahead 
Still, while progress has been considerable, the work is far from done. 

Indeed, at no time in the last three decades can we recall a greater need 

for negotiation based on a joint search for mutual gains and legitimate 

standards. 

A quick survey of the news on almost any day reveals the compelling 

need for a better way to deal with differences. How many people, 

organizations, and nations are stubbornly bargaining over positions? How 



much destructive escalation results in bitter family feuds, endless 

lawsuits, and wars without end? For lack of a good process, how many 

opportunities are being lost to find solutions that are better for both 

sides? 

Conflict remains, as we have noted, a growth industry. Indeed, the 

advent of the negotiation revolution has brought more conflict, not less. 

Hierarchies tend to bottle up conflict, which comes out into the open as 

hierarchies give way to networks. Democracies surface rather than 

suppress conflict, which is why democracies often seem so quarrelsome 

and turbulent when compared with more authoritarian societies. 

The goal cannot and should not be to eliminate conflict. Conflict is an 

inevitable—and useful—part of life. It often leads to change and 

generates insight. Few injustices are addressed without serious conflict. 

In the form of business competition, conflict helps create prosperity. And 

it lies at the heart of the democratic process, where the best decisions 

result not from a superficial consensus but from exploring different points 

of view and searching for creative solutions. Strange as it may seem, the 

world needs more conflict, not less. 

The challenge is not to eliminate conflict but to transform it. It is to 

change the way we deal with our differences—from destructive, 

adversarial battling to hard-headed, side-by-side problem-solving. We 

should not underestimate the difficulty of this task, yet no task is more 

urgent in the world today. 

We are living in an age that future anthropologists might look back on 

and call the first human family reunion. For the first time, the entire 

human family is in touch, thanks to the communications revolution. All 

fifteen thousand or so “tribes” or language communities on this planet 

are aware of one another around the globe. And as with many family 

reunions, it is not all peace and harmony, but marked by deep dissension 

and resentment of inequities and injustices. 

More than ever, faced with the challenges of living together in a 

nuclear age on an increasingly crowded planet, for our own sake and the 

sake of future generations, we need to learn how to change the basic 

game of conflict. 

In short, the hard work of getting to “yes” has just begun. 



This edition 
We have often heard from readers that Getting to YES continues to serve 

as an accessible guide to collaborative negotiation in a wide variety of 

fields. At the same time, we realize a younger audience is sometimes 

puzzled by stories and examples that were common knowledge thirty 

years ago, and many readers are curious about contemporary cases. So in 

this edition we have undertaken a careful revision and updating of 

examples and added some new ones where appropriate. 

We have added to our toolbox considerably in thirty years, as captured 

in such books as Getting Past No, Difficult Conversations, Beyond Reason, 

and The Power of a Positive No, each of which explores important 

challenges in dealing collaboratively and effectively with serious 

differences. We’ve made no attempt to summarize all of that material 

here, since one of the virtues of Getting to YES is that it is short and clear. 

Instead, in this revision we have added a few relevant ideas where they 

help clarify our intent, and in other places made slight revisions to update 

our thinking. For example, we have made our answer to the final question 

in the book about negotiation power fully consistent with the “seven 

elements of negotiation” framework we teach at Harvard Law School. 

One adjustment we considered, but ultimately rejected, was to 

change the word “separate” to “disentangle” in “separate the people 

from the problem,” the powerful first step in the method of principled 

negotiation. Some readers have taken this phrase to mean leave aside the 

personal dimension of negotiation and just focus on the substantive 

problem, or to ignore emotional issues and “be rational.” That is not our 

intent. Negotiators should make dealing with people issues a priority 

from the beginning to the end of a negotiation. As the text states at the 

start, 

“Negotiators are people first.” 

Our belief is that by disentangling the people from the problem you 

can be “soft on the people” while remaining “hard on the problem.” So 

long as you remain respectful and attentive to people issues, you should 

be able to strengthen a relationship even as you disagree about 

substance. 

Finally, we have added a bit of material on the impact of the means of 

communication in negotiation. The growth of email and texting and the 



creation of global “virtual” organizations has made this an important 

variable, especially in light of research showing its impact on negotiation 

dynamics and results. 

Our human future 
We are each participants in a pioneering generation of negotiators. While 

negotiation as a decision-making process has been around since the 

beginning of the human story, never has it been so central to human life 

and the survival of our species. 

As the negotiation revolution unfolds, our aspiration is that the 

principles in this book continue to help people—individually and 

collectively—negotiate the myriad dilemmas in their lives. In the words 

of the poet Wallace Stevens: “After the final no there comes a yes and on 

that yes the future world depends.” 

We wish you much success in getting to that yes! 

Roger Fisher 

William Ury 

Bruce Patton  



Preface to the Second Edition 

During the last ten years negotiation as a field for academic and 

professional concern has grown dramatically. New theoretical works have 

been published, case studies have been produced, and empirical research 

has been undertaken. Ten years ago very few professional schools offered 

courses on negotiation; now they are all but universal. Universities are 

beginning to appoint faculty who specialize in negotiation. Consulting 

firms now do the same in the corporate world. 

Against this changing intellectual landscape, the ideas in Getting to 

YES have stood up well. They have gained considerable attention and 

acceptance from a broad audience and are frequently cited as starting 

points for other work. Happily, they remain persuasive to the authors as 

well. Most questions and comments have focused on areas in which the 

book has proven ambiguous, or where readers have wanted more specific 

advice. We have tried to address the most important of these topics in 

this revision. 

Rather than tampering with the text (and asking readers who know it 

to search for changes), we have chosen to add new material in a separate 

section at the end of the second edition. The main text remains complete 

and unchanged from the original, except for updating the figures in 

examples to keep pace with inflation and rephrasing in a few places to 

clarify meaning and eliminate sexist language. We hope that our answers 

to “Ten Questions People Ask About Getting to YES” prove helpful and 

meet some of the interests readers have expressed. 

We address questions about (1) the meaning and limits of 



“principled” negotiation (it represents practical, not moral, advice); (2) 

dealing with someone who seems to be irrational or who has a different 

value system, outlook, or negotiating style; (3) questions about tactics, 

such as where to meet, who should make the first offer, and how to move 

from inventing options to making commitments; and (4) the role of power 

in negotiation. 

More extensive treatment of some topics will have to await other 

books. Readers interested in more detail about handling “people issues” 

in negotiation in ways that tend to establish an effective working 

relationship might enjoy Getting Together: Building Relationships as We 

Negotiate, by Roger Fisher and Scott Brown, also available from Penguin 

Books. If dealing with difficult people and situations is more your concern, 

look for Getting Past No: Negotiating in Difficult Situations, by William 

Ury, published by Bantam Books. No doubt other books will follow. There 

is certainly much more to say about power, multilateral negotiations, 

cross-cultural transactions, personal styles, and many other topics. 

Once again we thank Marty Linsky, this time for taking a careful eye 

and a sharp pencil to our new material. Our special thanks to Doug Stone 

for his discerning critique, editing, and occasional rewriting of successive 

drafts of that material. He has an uncanny knack for catching us in an 

unclear thought or paragraph. 

Roger Fisher 

William Ury 

Bruce Patton 

For more than a dozen years, Bruce Patton has worked with us in 

formulating and explaining all of the ideas in this book. This past year he 

has pulled the laboring oar in converting our joint thinking into an agreed 

text. It is a pleasure to welcome Bruce, editor of the first edition, as a full 

coauthor of this second edition. 

R.F. 

W.U. 
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