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DISTRIBUTIVE BARGAINING

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Negotiation, Conflict Resolution, Organizational Behavior,

Economics

1. Core Definition

Distributive bargaining, often referred to as positional or competitive bargaining, constitutes a

fundamental negotiation approach characterized by a strictly competitive, zero-sum orientation. It

operates under the explicit assumption that the resources to be divided are finite and fixed,

meaning that any gain achieved by one party necessitates an equivalent loss incurred by the

opposing party. This scenario is frequently termed the "fixed pie" model of resource allocation. The

essential objective of distributive bargaining is therefore value claiming: maximizing the

negotiator's own share of the limited resources at stake.

In this framework, the process is highly positional, meaning that parties articulate and stick rigidly

to specific preferred outcomes or demands, employing assertive tactics, arguments, and

sometimes even threats to compel the opposing side to concede. The success of a distributive

negotiator is measured by how close the final settlement comes to their own target point and how

far it pushes the opponent from their desired outcome. This competitive structure inherently

focuses the interaction on achieving a short-term, immediate gain, often at the expense of

cultivating or maintaining a positive long-term relationship.

The core philosophy driving distributive bargaining is self-interest and maximization. Unlike

collaborative approaches, there is little incentive for mutual problem-solving or information sharing.

Instead, information is strategically withheld or manipulated, and leverage is exerted through

carefully managed perceptions of strength and commitment. Because the goal is to claim the

largest possible piece of the pie, these negotiations often become confrontational, requiring intense

focus on managing concessions and strategically interpreting the opponent's limits and willingness

to walk away from the table.

2. Theoretical Foundation and Context

The theoretical foundations of distributive bargaining are rooted deeply in classical economic

models and early game theory, particularly those dealing with utility maximization under conditions

of scarcity. It represents one of the two major typologies of negotiation identified in the academic

literature, standing in direct contrast to integrative bargaining (or win-win negotiation). Distributive

negotiation models formalize the processes observed in competitive markets, such as haggling

over the price of a single commodity or setting a definitive wage rate during labor disputes, where

the primary variable is usually a quantifiable metric like price or time.
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Historically, the study of distributive processes gained prominence in the mid-20th century,

particularly through research into collective bargaining and industrial relations, where conflict over

fixed resources (e.g., company profits or union wages) was the norm. Theorists sought to model

the predictable behaviors, signaling mechanisms, and strategies employed when two parties knew

they were dividing a static pool of resources. These models often utilize concepts from

microeconomics, emphasizing rational choice where each party attempts to calculate the utility of

various potential outcomes relative to their cost of continuing the negotiation or resorting to their

alternatives.

The critical theoretical premise underpinning distributive bargaining is the existence of a

negotiation range defined by the resistance points of both parties. This range--the Zone of

Potential Agreement (ZOPA)--is where the cost of negotiation continuation is less than the cost of

breaking off talks for both sides. The entire negotiation dynamic centers on discovering the

opponent's resistance point while simultaneously concealing one's own, thereby aiming to secure a

settlement as close as possible to the opponent's limit without causing the negotiations to collapse

entirely.

3. Key Concepts and Components

Distributive bargaining relies on several interconnected concepts that define the boundaries and

strategic landscape of the interaction:

Target Point (Aspiration Point): This represents the optimum outcome the negotiator aims to

achieve. It is the ambitious yet realistic point that defines the ideal settlement. The negotiator often

begins by demanding a position far beyond the target point (the initial offer) to create leverage and

room for concessions.

Resistance Point (Reservation Price or Walkaway Point): This is the absolute minimum

acceptable outcome a negotiator is willing to tolerate. Crossing this threshold makes the deal

unacceptable, and the negotiator will choose to terminate the negotiation. Determining and

concealing the resistance point is paramount to the strategy.

Concessions: The movements a party makes away from its initial position. The strategic timing

and magnitude of concessions are vital, as they signal flexibility but also risk revealing the true

resistance point. Concessions are typically reciprocated, but the distributive bargainer aims to give

the minimum necessary to achieve a satisfactory settlement.

BATNA (Best Alternative To a Negotiated Agreement): This is the most crucial source of power

in distributive negotiation. The BATNA defines what a party will do if an agreement cannot be

reached. A strong BATNA raises the resistance point and provides confidence to hold firm on

demands, while a weak BATNA forces greater willingness to concede.
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4. Common Strategies and Tactics

The strategies employed in distributive bargaining are designed to manipulate perceptions, anchor

expectations, and secure concessions.

One primary strategy involves Anchoring, where the first offer sets a psychological reference point

for the entire negotiation. Negotiators with strong confidence and good data often benefit from

making the first offer, especially if it is aggressive (high for a seller, low for a buyer), thereby

shifting the opponent's perception of the ZOPA toward the anchor. This tactic requires careful

calibration; an offer that is too extreme risks immediate breakdown, but a well-justified extreme

anchor establishes a favorable baseline for future moves.

Another crucial tactic involves the Strategic Use of Commitments and Threats. A commitment

tactic involves publicly stating an intention to hold firm on a demand, making retreat difficult without

losing credibility. Threats, conversely, involve communicating the negative consequences the

opponent will face if they fail to concede. Both tactics are attempts to limit the opponent's choices

and increase pressure. Furthermore, negotiators frequently employ "high-ball" or "low-ball" initial

offers, even if those offers are objectively unreasonable, to shock the opponent and force them to

reassess their own resistance points downward or upward.

Effective distributive negotiators also specialize in Information Management and Feigned

Authority. They often misrepresent or conceal the true value of the object being negotiated,

minimize the importance of their desired outcome, and exaggerate the difficulties they face. Tactics

like "Good Cop/Bad Cop" or employing a limited authority figure (claiming they need to get

approval from a non-present superior) are used to extract final, painful concessions from the

opponent, often near the perceived conclusion of the negotiation process.

5. The Role of Power and Leverage

In a purely distributive environment, the outcome is largely determined by the perceived and actual

power dynamics between the parties. Power is the capacity to influence the other party to agree to

terms that are favorable to oneself. The negotiation literature consistently points to the BATNA as

the primary metric of power in this context. A party with multiple attractive alternatives to the

current negotiation holds significant leverage because they can credibly threaten to walk away,

thereby enforcing their resistance point.

Beyond actual alternatives, distributive bargaining leverages various forms of perceived power.

These might include expert power (claiming specialized knowledge or unique access to

information), positional power (authority derived from organizational rank), or coercive power (the

ability to impose costs or penalties). Strategic use of time pressure is also a powerful factor; if one

party is operating under a strict deadline and the other is not, the party without pressure gains
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substantial leverage, often forcing the hurried party to make rapid, large concessions.

Therefore, a core strategic task in competitive bargaining is not only improving one's own BATNA

but also actively working to weaken or devalue the opponent's BATNA. By diminishing the

perceived value of the opponent's alternatives or challenging their capacity to execute their

walkaway plan, the negotiator simultaneously enhances their own relative leverage and increases

the opponent's willingness to settle within the established ZOPA, closer to the negotiator's target

point.

6. Contrast with Integrative Bargaining

Understanding distributive bargaining is often best accomplished by contrasting it directly with its

counterpart, integrative bargaining. While distributive bargaining is characterized by value claiming

within a fixed pie, integrative bargaining focuses on value creation--expanding the size of the pie

through collaboration, mutual understanding of interests, and creative solutions.

The key differences lie in underlying assumptions and goals. Distributive negotiation assumes

mutually exclusive goals and limited interaction potential, leading to strategies of confrontation and

information concealment. Integrative negotiation, conversely, assumes that mutually beneficial

solutions exist, requiring high trust, open communication, and detailed information exchange about

underlying interests (not just stated positions). Whereas a distributive negotiation treats the

opponent as an adversary to be defeated, an integrative approach treats the opponent as a partner

in problem-solving.

Furthermore, the long-term implications differ significantly. Distributive bargaining frequently strains

or damages ongoing relationships due to the reliance on hardball tactics, deception, and coercion.

This makes it unsuitable for negotiations involving parties that must interact repeatedly (e.g.,

business partners, internal organizational teams). Integrative strategies, by prioritizing relationship

maintenance and mutual satisfaction, are far more sustainable for repeated interactions and

complex, multi-issue contracts where long-term commitments are essential.

7. Criticisms and Ethical Considerations

While distributive bargaining is effective in single-issue, transactional contexts, it faces significant

academic and ethical criticism. The primary academic critique centers on inefficiency: the intense

focus on positions and the concealment of true interests mean that opportunities for maximizing

joint gain are often overlooked. Negotiators focused purely on claiming value often settle for

suboptimal outcomes, failing to realize potential trade-offs that could have benefited both parties

far more than a simple division of the initial resource.

Ethically, distributive bargaining raises profound concerns regarding honesty and good faith.
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Because success is predicated on secrecy and the manipulation of perceptions, negotiators

frequently engage in tactics considered questionable, such as making misleading statements about

costs, hiding their true reservation price, or issuing threats they may not be able to follow through

on. While some level of "puffery" or exaggeration is culturally accepted in competitive negotiation,

crossing the line into deliberate misrepresentation or outright lying is a frequent dilemma,

potentially resulting in legal challenges or severe reputational harm.

The reliance on power imbalances also contributes to criticism. Distributive outcomes often reflect

not the inherent fairness of the solution, but the differential leverage held by the strongest party.

This can lead to resentment, non-compliance with the final agreement, and future retaliatory

behavior, particularly when the weaker party feels they were forced into a deal under duress or

deception. Consequently, although distributive methods are effective for one-off transactions, their

long-term cost to organizational climate and interpersonal trust is often substantial.

Further Reading
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