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Abstract

Negotiation skills are considered crucial in sales.  In recent years there has been an increase in demand for negotiation skills courses for Malaysian sales professionals.  Many Malaysian universities and private colleges conduct Business English courses, which often include a sales negotiation component.  However, the emphasis of most textbooks used in these courses is on prescribing formulaic English expressions for non-native speakers of English to use in negotiations.  Scant attention is paid to socio-cultural aspects of the negotiation interaction. One reason for this reliance on foreign textbooks and materials is the dearth of research on negotiation discourse in the Malaysian
context. This paper reports on a study, which investigates the sales negotiation strategies of Malaysian sales professionals.  The data is drawn from authentic face-to-face sales negotiations, which took place in two business organizations located in the Klang Valley.  The aim of this paper is twofold, firstly to provide some insightful observations into the negotiation interaction. The focus here is on the methodological issues and challenges, which had emerged in the research process, and on my attempts at overcoming or resolving the problems. Secondly, the paper provides a discussion on some of the findings such as the pricing strategies and relationship strategies.  These findings have relevance for Business English Practitioners, business professionals and researchers who are doing ethnographic-oriented research.   

Introduction

In order to thrive or survive in a competitive business environment, business organizations depend on the successful sale of their goods and services.  Hence, it is not surprising that a lot of attention is given to building a strong sales team.  It is common for sales personnel to attend negotiation skills courses in order to enhance their selling skills since the sales negotiation is the most common form of social interaction, which they experience in the sales process.  Although technological advancement has made it possible for virtual sales transactions via the internet, face-to-face sales interactions are still deemed important.  This is especially so in situations where the stakes are high or the products being sold are specialized products, which require further technical clarification or personalized service.  Moreover, where the Malaysian business community is concerned, face-to-face interaction is still a culturally preferred way to conduct business. 

Success in the sales profession is highly dependent on knowledge of and skills in effective negotiation techniques (Hair et al, 1991).  Over the years there has been a steady growth in demand for negotiation skills courses for business professionals (Sheppard et al, 1990).  In Malaysia, for example, many business training institutes offer a variety of negotiation skills courses on topics such as  “Powerful Sales Negotiation Techniques”, “Effective Negotiation Skills”, and “Understanding the value of tactics/strategies”, just to name a few.  Similarly, at Malaysian Universities, undergraduates in the business and economics faculties are offered business English courses that usually include a component on sales negotiation.  For example, the business English course for students enrolled in the Business Executive Programme at Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia contains a sales negotiation component in the prescribed textbook, Business English by Cotton and Robbins (1993). 

However, this growing demand for negotiation skills courses in the business world and in academia, is not equally matched in terms of research.  Generally, there is still a “surprisingly small amount of research done in business languages” (Louhiala-Salminen, 1995:12 cited in Candlin 2002). Where the teaching and learning of English for Specific Purposes (ESP) is concerned, St. John (1996) has called for more research into the real business world.  Johns and Dudley-Evans (1991 in Lor, 2000) lament the mismatch between “the textbook view of what happens” and what actually takes place in real negotiation interaction.  Echoing this sentiment, St. John reiterates that ESP needs a research-led movement for “without research, business English for foreign and second language learners will be hampered” (1996:15 cited in Lor 2000).  Thus far, linguistically-oriented studies on negotiation have concentrated mainly on the linguistic perspective while the extra-linguistic business and socio-cultural context have received very little serious research attention (Charles, 1996).  Currently, in the Malaysian context, there is a dearth of studies, which investigate both the linguistic and business perspectives of negotiation in the real world.  

In the past, many studies on negotiation have relied on laboratory experiments and simulations to authenticate ‘real-life’ encounters.  Firth (1995) criticized these experimental studies on the basis that on the whole they produced a distorted version of negotiation. Instead, what he advocates is the study of negotiation in concrete 'real-life' settings. Ethnographic studies on negotiation rely mainly on first-hand field observations and offer rich insights into 'real-life' negotiations (e.g. Druckman 1973; Ikle 1964; Stein 1989; Gulliver 1979, 1988; Zartman 1975; Maynard 1984; Firth 1995; Charles 1996). This paper reports on a study, which investigates the sales negotiation strategies of Malaysian sales professionals.  The data is drawn from authentic face-to-face sales negotiations meetings, which took place in two business organizations located in the Klang Valley.  The aim of this paper is twofold, firstly to provide some insightful observations into the negotiation interaction. The discussion here focuses on some of the methodological issues and challenges, which had emerged in the ethnographic research process and on my attempts at overcoming or resolving the problems. Secondly, the paper provides a discussion on some of the findings such as the pricing strategies and relationship strategies.  These discussions and findings have relevance for Business English Practitioners, business professionals and researchers who are doing ethnographic-oriented research. 

The Malaysian Business community as a discourse community

A discourse community is a “group of people who share certain language-using practices and are bound to certain conventions adhered to by members of the same group” (Swales, 1990).  Adopting this notion, the present study views the Malaysian business community as a discourse community within which negotiations are created and used. The data for the present study is obtained from two business organizations, henceforth known as Company A and Company L.  Both A and L are Small Medium Enterprises (SMEs) and are Chinese owner-managed. The participants in the sales negotiation meetings, which comprise the sales personnel and their buyers, are members of a discourse community who as Malaysians have a multilingual verbal repertoire as they speak English, Malay and various Chinese dialects.  Besides sharing common language-using practices, they also share and are bound by social, cultural and professional practices and conventions.  All these factors have an influence on the strategies that are used in sales negotiation. 

The ethnographic method

The term ‘ethnographic’ is derived from ‘ethnography’, which is “ the study of people’s behaviour in naturally occurring, ongoing settings, with a focus on the cultural interpretation of behaviour (Hymes 1982).  In ethnographic research, the research design including the tools to conduct the research, and even the presentation of the research findings are often shaped by the purpose of the study (Fetterman 1989:13).  The holistic orientation of the ethnographic approach provides a means to gain an in-depth understanding of the sales negotiation process under study. Moreover, at the heart of the ethnographic research is the ‘emic’ approach adopted by the ethnographer by focusing on the use of language from the actor’s point of view (Erickson, 1986) thus enabling the researcher to get an insider’s perspective of the sales negotiation event.  

The overall research design of this qualitative study is adapted from the grounded theory approach, which operates on a principle of openness (Flick 1998:41).  What this means is that the study begins with a loose research design which changes as the study develops.  Such an open and flexible research design provides the possibility of accommodating the multi-perspective framework adopted in the study. The present study utilizes a circular process model which is a modified version of the Glaser and Strauss’s model (1967 in Flick, 1998), which includes the following aspects: sales negotiation event, data collection, and interpretation. According to the model, unlike the usual empirical research method, which begins with a particular theory, the starting point is not a specific theory but a pre-understanding of the subject or field under study.   Although it is often recommended that the researcher should enter the field a priori in order to be able to “discover” new things, a certain preliminary understanding and perspectives on the object being studied is relevant in order that the study is not approached in an ad hoc manner. Thus, it is recommended that the researcher enter the field with certain clear objectives of what it is that is being investigated.   At the same time, however, the pre-understanding of the facts under study should be considered preliminary and “should be exceeded with new, non-congruent information” (Kleining, 1982 in Flick, 1998) so that the researcher does not to impose any extra meaning to the phenomenon under investigation but instead allows the meanings to evolve naturally from the situation under study. 

The circular process begins with the identification of a case, which in the context of the present study is the sales negotiation event.  This is followed by data collection and interpretation.  What is involved is a process in which analysis is interwoven with data collection - a process of finding, analyzing and theorizing.  Thus, the first stage of analysis is followed by further rounds of data collection.  The circular process continues with each cycle serving to facilitate subsequent ones.  There is constant searching, and refining of initial categories. “Thus, each time the researcher enters the field, the modified analytical categories are used as sensitizing devices to inform the collection of data.  In this way, the researcher is seeking out links between analytical categories, exploring emerging concepts and theories by seeing how they stand up to further data” (Arksey and Knight 1999:162).   The process ultimately leads to a thick description or deep description of language use in  sales negotiation.  

Data collection

In this study, data was collected in two stages namely the groundwork stage and in-the-field stage.  During the groundwork stage, the foundation is laid before the actual study began.  The following steps were carried out at this stage:

· Finding out about the business organizations that are involved in the study

· Negotiating entry and seeking permission from the "gatekeepers"

· Identifying and specifying the key informants and subjects for the study

· Obtaining ethics approval for conducting the study as it involves observation, interviews and tape-recording.

Two business organizations, A and L were identified and selected for the study.  Both are small medium enterprises (SMEs) dealing with manufacturing and servicing specialized industrial products.  The main reason for the choice of this sector is because small and medium industries (SMIs) and enterprises (SMEs) are the backbone of the Malaysian economy (The Star, 6 June 2003).  Additionally, I was certain of obtaining permission from them having previously worked with them on another research project for my master’s dissertation.  The subjects of the study are the sales personnel involved in the sales negotiation events.

The in-the-field stage includes:

· Pre-negotiation interviews

· Observation and tape-recording of the sales negotiation meeting  

· Post-negotiation interviews

· Follow-up interviews 

The study made use of ethnographic research tools such as specialist informants, observation and field notes, tape-recording and interviews. Field notes were taken down during the observations. A detailed transcription of the tape-recording was made following an adaptation of research conventions such as that provided by Atkinson and Heritage (1984). The interviews were tape-recorded but not transcribed.  Detailed notes were made instead. 

Data analysis 

Druckman (1977) proposes that negotiation needs to be analyzed 

  “in terms of actors and interactions, power, and interests, and that explanations of outcomes are found in parties and process, structure, and communication.  Such an analysis entails moving between levels of conceptualization and weaving together diverse data sources into a mosaic of influences that contribute to an understanding of the phenomenon”.

Druckman(1977:42)

The complexity of sales negotiation can be attributed to its dynamic and unpredictable nature.  In order to make sense of the complexities and dynamic nature of sales negotiation discourse, there is a need to consider other aspects of the discourse besides the linguistic aspects of language.  Bhatia (2002) suggests that a richer and fuller understanding of professional discourses can only be arrived at by looking at the language from different perspectives: the textual, socio-pragmatic and institutional.  Such an approach will enable us to “understand the critical moments of engagement better if we are in a position to see the whole of the elephant, as it were, rather than only a part of it” (Bhatia 2002:47). As the study aims to provide a pragmatic description of sales negotiation, an interdisciplinary approach is used, which combines a language and business perspective and integrates a range of analytical tools such as the use of interpretive ethnography, participant observations, interviews, and analyses of discourse using conversation analysis. 

Definitional and ethical dilemmas

The ethnographic method held many challenges and as a researcher, I experienced constraints, blunders, unanticipated difficulties, problems and anxieties associated with participant observations of face-to-face sales negotiation and occasionally serendipity (see Fetterman 1989; Cottle 2001; Silverman 2001). Prior to entering the field, permission to observe and record the sales negotiations was sought from the managing directors of two business organizations.  At this stage all was not smooth sailing, however, as the enthusiasm of the managing directors who allowed me access into their companies, was not equally shared by all the sales professionals/sellers who were the actual subjects in the study.  Fortunately, there were a few sellers who were willing to help as I had worked with them on a previous research project for my master’s dissertation.  My acquaintance with these sellers assured me of their cooperation in providing quality and valid data.  However, I was also aware that the 'halo effect' although helpful on the one hand, could also result in distortions as the sellers might try to impress upon the researcher.  Hence, it was necessary to crosscheck the data with the specialist informants, who are “practising members of the disciplinary culture in which the genre is routinely used” (Bhatia 1993:34).   In this case, I sought the help of the General Executive Director and the Managing Director who both have more than 10 years of sales experience in the same type of industry.  They aided in verifying my interpretations of the sales negotiation events.

One of the challenges that I faced at the beginning of the data collection stage of the study was related to the definition of negotiation. Ehlich and Wagner (1995) note that there is yet no general consensus on the definition of the term ‘negotiation’ itself even among business professionals who refer to many different kinds of communication such as business meetings or sales encounters as negotiation. This is not quite right, however, as a sales encounter, for instance, need not necessarily entail negotiation and hence, a distinction needs to be made between sales talk and sales negotiation.  I found out that this fuzziness over what sales negotiation means really does exist among the sales professionals who were the subjects of my study.  Before embarking on the data collection, I had explained to the sales professionals that I would be observing their sales negotiation meetings.  I enlisted their help in contacting me whenever a sales negotiation meeting was going to take place.  I waited patiently and when I did not hear from them for about two months, I began to despair and wonder why there was no negotiation meeting.  I called the sales manager and found out that the sales personnel had thought that only meetings where they discussed price with the buyer was considered as negotiation.   In another instance, I received a call from a sales personnel to observe the negotiation meeting.  I attended the meeting and even from the beginning I knew that it was just sales talk and not sales negotiation.   Thus, I had to explain to the sales personnel the definition of sales negotiation, which I adopted in the study and this cleared matters up and I was able to proceed with the data collection.

Data was collected via interviewing and overt participant observations where the researcher and the objectives of the research were made known to the participants.  Ethical issues had to be sorted out from the outset before venturing into fieldwork.  I sought ethical approval from the ethics committee and also 'informed consent' was obtained from all participants prior to any observation or recording. Sales negotiation as we know involves two parties - sellers and buyers.  An unexpected ethical dilemma cropped up - I had to deal with the issue of obtaining consent from the buyers.  As mentioned previously, I had no problem getting the sellers’ cooperation but when it came to the buyers I did not know who they were until the day of the sales negotiation.  As sales negotiation strategies are considered a 'trade secret', the sellers were rather reluctant to let me know who their buyers were beforehand because they were wary of their plans being leaked out to the buyers before the sales negotiation meeting.  As it is, getting access to conduct research in business organizations is difficult because business people are usually suspicious of 'outsiders'.  I was grateful for being allowed to conduct my study and did not want to jeopardize the trust that the sellers had in me.  What this meant, however, was that I had to take chances and try my luck on the day of the sales negotiation meeting to obtain the buyer's consent.  There were, thus, times when I was disappointed when the buyer did not allow me to tape-record the sales negotiation. Recording by hand the sales negotiation in verbatim was nearly an impossible task. To resolve the problem, I told the sellers to let me observe the sales negotiations they have with their regular buyers.  Because the sellers have a close relationship with their regular buyers it was easier to obtain consent from them. 

Findings and discussions

The findings reported here have been derived from data collected in a sales negotiation meeting that took place in the buyer’s office located in the Klang Valley.  The sales negotiation meeting (SN1) involved a male, Chinese assistant sales manager from company L – the seller and a female, Chinese project manager - the buyer. Throughout the sale negotiation meeting, both seller and buyer spoke in Cantonese, a Chinese dialect.  

Pricing strategies

The participants in the first sales negotiation meeting were a sales personnel/seller from company L and a buyer from a construction company.   Analysis of the pre-negotiation interview helped in the understanding of the prevailing business situation, buyer/seller business relationship, strategies planned by the seller and the seller’s goals in the sales negotiation.  In the pre-negotiation interview the seller revealed that he was going to negotiate price and finalize the purchase order, terms of payment and delivery schedule.  His business relationship with this buyer could be considered a close one.  When asked about his plans, the seller said that firstly, he was going to try to get the buyer to order directly from his company, which manufactures the products by allowing him to take over the order, which the buyer had given to another manufacturer known as XYZ who was a competitor.  The seller explained that it was important to get the XYZ order in order to create least competition.  If the buyer bought direct from XYZ, therefore in future there was a greater possibility for the buyer to buy from this competitor.    However, if the buyer buys from the seller, then the seller could be assured of future purchases from the buyer. The seller planned to give the buyer a minimum discount in order to maximize profit.  Besides pricing he also planned to negotiate on the delivery schedule.  He knew that the buyer had a rather tight delivery schedule, which he was, however, confident of being able to meet.  

When negotiating price, sellers and buyers are bound by institutionalized expectations and obligations (Charles, 1996).  What this means is that they will behave according to what are considered by the business community as prototypical behaviours. Thus, when negotiating price, the seller is expected to maximize profit.  According to Pesce (1983), it is usual for a seller to adopt a company/business policy of never dropping a price unless circumstances are such that the price needs to be reduced to get an order or a price should never be changed except in exchange for an order number.   Data from this meeting also provided evidence that the seller had tried to keep to these institutional expectations.  In Example 1, when the buyer tried to ask for some discount, in turn 3, the seller agreed to reduce the price a little but with a concession thrown in – that the buyer ordered the “switchgear” direct from him instead of from his competitor, XYZ.  However, the seller insisted that the price would be the same as that the buyer had agreed with the competitor.  Thus, the seller’s strategy here is to show a willingness to reduce the price in exchange for some other concessions.  In turn 4, the buyer counters the seller’s strategy by saying that XYZ had offered to give a further price reduction.  To this, the seller countered by using the following strategy – he would allow the buyer to enjoy the same discount that the competitor was willing to give.  By doing this, according to the seller in the post-negotiation interview, he was still able to make a reasonable profit while at the same time was assured of the buyer’s willingness to switch the order from the competitor to him.  This was also in accordance with the seller’s aim of securing a long-term relationship with the buyer.  

Example 1 (SN1)

	1.
	seller
	I can give you a little bit of discount

	2.
	buyer
	Ah ha

	3.
	seller
	But the XYZ switchgear…whatever price that XYZ has quoted you…you keep to the same price when you order from me is that ok

	4.
	buyer
	Well…like that ah…my boss did instruct…he said…at that time when I called XYZ…they said can give me further discount

	5.
	seller
	Can still give you further discount

	6.
	buyer
	Can still give me discount

	7.
	seller
	Well…it doesn’t matter…after you get your discount I hope you…before you give them the order I can help…the few…I am giving you…  the maximum discount… I can’t give you…the best price XYZ gives you…can you follow XYZ’s price to give me the order…because …we have just made a deal you know RM60 million to work with …

	8.
	buyer
	Oh I see…


In turn 7, the seller by mentioning the RM60 million deal which his company had secured was using the strategy to increase his company’s credibility.  This was done to increase the buyer’s confidence in his company’s ability to deliver the goods.  The seller used this strategy again in Example 2 to impress upon the buyer when he mentioned that his company enjoyed a good relationship with the “higher ups”.

Example 2 (SN1)

	9.
	seller
	But we have a good relationship with the higher ups…so we can get the price but not that cheap lah


Skilled negotiators do not talk about issues in isolation, but as components that must be fitted together to make a total package (Hair et al., 1991).   In this sales negotiation, the seller had tried to package together by offering other items as well such as service after delivery, installation, calibration, drawing, special tests, on-side installation service and industry standards and testing.  This was employed as a strategy to further convince the buyer to retain the price at the competitor’s offering price and to show the buyer that he was throwing in a lot of perks and that justified his asking price.   Example 3, gives an instance of this.

Example 3 (SN1)

	10.
	seller
	like that you give me an order now I will immediately give you discount…they quote you how much

	11.
	buyer
	ah…RM34,000 plus

	12.
	seller
	RM34,000 plus…does that include the CT

	13. 
	buyer
	be fore CT which is separate

	14.
	seller
	ah…

	15.
	buyer
	that’s to say…these two they give me (points to item on paper) this is RM34,000 CT is a separate thing

	16
	seller
	hmm..CT is separate

	17.
	buyer
	they said they can give me further discount

	18.
	seller
	include installation other than that CT I’d like to ask


In example 3 (turns 12-18), the seller was trying to drive home the point that XYZ’s quotation did not include any extras like providing or installing a CT (current transformer) and therefore, since he would be including these, his price was therefore justified and he would not give any further discount.

Relationship strategies

Negotiators’ national culture is often found to exert an important influence on the negotiation process: National culture shapes negotiators’ assumptions and thoughts, which direct strategy formulation and mold behavioural patterns (Cohen, 1993; Rubin & Sander, 1991 in Sheer & Ling Chen, 2003).  The participants in the sales negotiation meetings observed in the study, the sales personnel/sellers and their buyers are members of the Malaysian business discourse community and hence, share common language use and business practices.   Studies on Chinese negotiators’ behaviour in international business negotiations show that Confucianism has been a major influence in Chinese cultural values (Hwang, 1998 cited in Sheer & Ling Chen, 2003).  According to Sheer and Ling Chen (2003), to the Chinese harmony is crucial in human interaction. They strive to establish and maintain a harmonious relationship in their communication and this is characterized by mutual dependency.  In their study, Sheer and Ling Chen explain that the term ‘Guanxi’ refers to the interconnectedness among people.  People who have guanxi with one another are said to have mutual trust and depend on one another for resources and services.  Data from the sale negotiation meeting show that the seller and the buyer share this interconectedness or ‘guanzi’. As Malaysian Chinese, both the seller and the buyer are influenced by Confucianism values and this explains their cultural belief in the importance of business relationship or guanzi.  In the follow-up-interview, the sales personnel/seller said that an important part of his job was to foster a close relationship with his clients/buyers.  He did this by keeping in touch with them and spending time with then on occasions outside of business such as having lunch or dinner with them.  According to the seller, such occassions help to nurture a relationship and increases his chances of successful sales when negotiating with the same client. Entertaining the client or spending time with the client also helps to give the client the assurance of his personalized attention and service.  Thus, the seller uses the relationship that has been fostered before the sales negotiation meeting as a strategy during the negotiation process.  It is used to reassure the buyer of his dependability because of the ‘guanzi’ they share. Data from the sales negotiation meeting show that the seller frequently referred to his ‘guanxi’ with the buyer. The purpose is to remind the buyer of their past business relationship and the mutual trust and dependency that their businesses have established.  The seller also made references to his company’s relationship with other parties involved in the projects so as to convince the buyer of his company’s credibility as shown in example 2.  The example below taken from SN1 shows the references to relationship pointed out by the seller.

Example 4 (SN1)

	19
	seller
	ah…ok…now you say what price this(points to item on paper)

	20
	buyer
	this…you say will be very nice very nice {price}…

	21
	seller
	ai ya we are{our relationship}is so close…you help me lor…


As mentioned previously, SN1 was conducted entirely in Cantonese.  This deliberate choice of language use in the sales negotiations in SN1 is a strategy aimed at maintaining a close relationship with the buyer.   
Conclusion and pedagogical implications

In this paper I have explored the analytical potential offered by the multi-perspective framework, which integrates a range of analytical tools such as interpretive ethnography and other relevant insights drawn from discourse analytic approaches. I have attempted to provide a pragmatic description of the sales negotiation interaction from both the linguistic and business perspectives.  The insights gleaned from the study have several pedagogical implications. Business English practitioners/trainers need to venture into the real business world to observe for themselves how negotiations take place.  They need to heed the call for more research in the real business world in order for Business English to be of relevance to the real workplace.  Students need to be taught not only the grammatical competence. Data from the present study has shown that English is not always the language used in sales negotiations.  And even when the language is used, there is a lot of code-mixing and code-switching with Cantonese, Mandarin or Malay. Thus, it is a fallacy that students need to be able to speak ‘perfect’ English, for instance, so as to be good negotiators.  In fact, what the study has shown is that negotiators use language for a purpose and therefore, even choice of language to use is important.  In the Malaysian context, English is not necessarily the only language used in negotiations.  Students, therefore, need to be sensitized to the realities of language-practices of the Malaysian business community. Business English practitioners/trainers need to teach their students sociological competence so as to enable them to use language appropriately according the particular speech event in which they are participating.  There is also a need for more local Business English textbooks that take into consideration the local cultural factors that affect language use in the Malaysian business context.
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