
Never	Split	the	Difference	—	A	Practical	Guide	to
the	Method
A	concept-organized	summary	of	Chris	Voss’s	negotiation	system.	Written	as	a	working	reference	rather	than	a	chapter	recap.

The	Core	Premise

Voss	spent	his	career	as	the	FBI’s	lead	international	kidnapping	negotiator.	The	central	argument	of	his	book	is	that	the
negotiation	theory	taught	in	business	schools	through	the	1980s	and	90s	—	rational	actors,	principled	bargaining,	expanding
the	pie,	finding	the	objectively	fair	solution	—	was	built	on	a	false	model	of	the	human	mind.

People	are	not	rational	calculators	who	occasionally	get	emotional.	They	are	emotional	creatures	who	occasionally	rationalize.
In	a	hostage	crisis	you	cannot	appeal	to	a	kidnapper’s	sense	of	fairness,	and	you	cannot	walk	away,	and	you	cannot	split	the
difference.	Those	constraints	forced	the	development	of	a	different	toolkit:	one	built	on	emotional	intelligence,	active	listening,
and	the	deliberate	manufacture	of	a	feeling	of	safety	in	the	other	party.

The	book’s	argument	is	that	this	toolkit	works	everywhere	—	salary	talks,	house	purchases,	disputes	with	a	landlord,
arguments	with	a	teenager	—	because	the	underlying	human	wiring	is	the	same.

The	title	is	the	thesis.	Splitting	the	difference	is	what	you	do	when	you’ve	failed	to	understand	the	other	side.	Two	people
arguing	over	price	who	meet	in	the	middle	have	both	lost.	Voss’s	illustration	is	a	person	who	wants	to	wear	black	shoes	and
their	partner	who	wants	brown;	compromise	gets	you	one	black	shoe	and	one	brown	shoe.	Compromise	feels	safe	and	fair,
which	is	precisely	why	it’s	so	often	chosen	over	the	harder	work	of	finding	out	what	the	other	person	actually	needs.

Part	One:	Tactical	Empathy

What	it	is,	and	what	it	isn’t
Tactical	empathy	is	the	foundation	everything	else	rests	on.	It	means	the	deliberate,	conscious	recognition	and	articulation	of
the	other	party’s	perspective	and	emotional	state	—	without	necessarily	agreeing	with	any	of	it.

This	distinction	matters	enormously	and	is	the	point	most	people	miss.	Empathy	here	is	not	sympathy,	kindness,	niceness,	or
being	agreeable.	It	is	not	conceding.	It	is	an	information-gathering	and	influence	technique.	You	can	have	complete	tactical
empathy	for	someone	whose	position	you	intend	to	defeat	entirely.	A	hostage	negotiator	understands	the	kidnapper’s	fear,
pride,	and	desperation	with	great	precision,	and	uses	that	understanding	to	get	the	hostage	out.

The	insight	is	that	people	who	feel	genuinely	understood	become	dramatically	less	defensive	and	more	cooperative.	Being
understood	is	a	need	almost	as	basic	as	safety,	and	almost	no	one	gets	it.	Supply	it	and	you	gain	enormous	influence.

Listening	as	an	active	weapon
Most	people,	in	a	negotiation	or	argument,	are	not	listening.	They	are	waiting	for	their	turn	and	rehearsing	their	next	point.
Voss’s	method	treats	listening	as	the	actual	work.

The	practical	implication	is	that	your	job	in	the	early	phase	is	to	talk	very	little	and	extract	very	much.	You	are	trying	to	find
what	he	calls	the	“black	swans”	—	the	pieces	of	unknown	information	that,	once	surfaced,	reshape	the	entire	negotiation.
Every	negotiation	contains	at	least	a	few.	They’re	never	in	the	brief;	they	only	come	out	of	the	other	person’s	mouth	when	they
feel	safe	enough	to	talk	freely.

Part	Two:	The	Voice

Before	any	specific	technique,	there’s	delivery.	Voss	identifies	three	voices	a	negotiator	uses.

The	late-night	FM	DJ	voice.	Deep,	calm,	slow,	downward-inflecting.	Used	to	signal	absolute	control	and	to	soothe.	This	is	the
default	in	a	tense	moment.	Its	power	is	physiological	—	a	slow,	warm,	downward	voice	triggers	a	calming	response	in	the



listener’s	nervous	system.	It	says	I	am	not	a	threat	and	I	am	not	panicking.	Used	sparingly;	overuse	makes	you	sound	like	a
hostage	negotiator,	which	is	bad	if	you’re	negotiating	a	car.

The	positive/playful	voice.	Light,	easygoing,	delivered	with	a	slight	smile.	This	is	your	everyday	default	and	should	be
roughly	80%	of	your	speaking.	A	person	in	a	positive	frame	of	mind	thinks	more	quickly,	more	creatively,	and	is	more	likely	to
collaborate.	The	smile	is	audible	over	a	phone	and	it	genuinely	changes	how	your	words	land.	Voss’s	point	is	that	the	same
sentence	delivered	playfully	versus	flatly	produces	entirely	different	outcomes.

The	direct/assertive	voice.	Rarely	used.	It	almost	always	provokes	pushback	and	forces	the	other	side	to	reassert	their	own
strength.	Reserve	it	for	the	rare	moment	it’s	needed.

The	general	rule:	slow	down.	Talking	fast	signals	anxiety	and	pressure.	Slowing	down	creates	the	impression	of	control	and
gives	the	other	person	room	to	reveal	things.

Part	Three:	Mirroring

The	technique
Mirroring	is	the	simplest	tool	in	the	book	and	one	of	the	most	effective.	You	repeat	the	last	one	to	three	words	the	other	person
said	—	or	the	critical	one	to	three	—	with	a	slight	upward,	questioning	inflection.	Then	you	shut	up.

“We	just	can’t	get	the	delivery	done	in	that	timeframe.”

“In	that	timeframe?”

“Right,	because	the	warehouse	team	is	short	two	people	until	the	end	of	the	month	and	my	manager	won’t	approve	overtime…”

That	second	sentence	is	the	entire	game.	You	did	nothing	except	reflect	their	words	back,	and	they	handed	you	the	actual
constraint	—	which	is	a	staffing	and	approval	problem,	not	a	delivery	problem,	and	may	well	be	solvable.

Why	it	works
Humans	are	neurologically	wired	to	mirror	each	other;	it’s	a	bonding	behavior	we	do	unconsciously	with	people	we	like.	Doing
it	deliberately	creates	a	sense	of	affinity	below	conscious	awareness.	More	practically,	a	mirror	is	a	question	that	doesn’t	feel
like	a	question.	It	creates	a	small	vacuum	of	silence	that	the	other	person	fills	—	and	people	fill	silence	with	information.

Using	it	well
Pair	with	the	late-night	DJ	voice.

Follow	every	mirror	with	at	least	four	seconds	of	silence.	This	feels	excruciating.	Do	it	anyway.	The	silence	is	where	the
technique	actually	works.

Mirroring	is	especially	good	in	hostile	situations	because	it’s	impossible	to	argue	with	—	you’ve	only	said	their	own	words.

It’s	also	a	tool	for	buying	time	when	you	don’t	know	what	to	say.

Part	Four:	Labeling

The	technique
Labeling	is	naming	the	other	person’s	emotion	or	position	out	loud.	It	always	takes	one	of	a	few	neutral,	third-person	forms:

It	seems	like…

It	sounds	like…

It	looks	like…

Critically,	never	I’m	hearing	that…	—	the	moment	you	say	“I,”	you’ve	made	it	about	you	and	invited	resistance.	Labels	are
delivered	as	neutral	observations,	and	like	mirrors,	they’re	followed	by	silence.

“It	seems	like	this	timeline	is	causing	real	problems	on	your	end.”
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“It	sounds	like	you’ve	been	burned	by	a	contractor	before.”

“It	looks	like	you’d	rather	not	be	dealing	with	this	at	all	today.”

Why	it	works
Naming	a	negative	emotion	diffuses	it.	This	is	well-supported	in	the	psychology	literature:	labelling	an	emotion	moves
processing	from	the	amygdala	toward	more	deliberate	reasoning.	Someone	who	is	angry	and	hears	their	anger	accurately
named	becomes	measurably	less	angry.	Someone	whose	fear	you	name	accurately	feels	less	alone	in	it.

Labels	also	test	your	understanding	cheaply.	If	you’re	wrong,	the	person	corrects	you	—	and	the	correction	is	free	information.
There	is	no	downside	to	a	mislabeled	emotion,	so	long	as	you	deliver	it	tentatively	and	let	them	fix	it.

The	accusation	audit
The	most	powerful	application.	Before	the	other	side	can	raise	their	objections	and	grievances	against	you,	you	list	them
yourself	—	and	you	overstate	them	slightly.

“You’re	probably	going	to	think	I’m	being	unreasonable	here.	I	imagine	this	looks	like	I’m	trying	to	squeeze	you	at	the	last	minute,

and	honestly,	you	might	feel	like	I’ve	been	difficult	to	deal	with	throughout	this	whole	process.”

Two	things	happen.	First,	you	defuse	every	one	of	those	objections	by	saying	them	first	—	they	lose	their	charge	once	spoken
aloud	by	you.	Second,	because	you’ve	overstated	them,	the	other	person’s	instinct	is	to	correct	you	downward:	“No,	no,	you
haven’t	been	difficult	at	all.”	You’ve	now	got	them	arguing	on	your	behalf.

The	accusation	audit	is	the	single	technique	most	worth	practising	for	hard	conversations	—	asking	for	a	raise,	delivering	bad
news,	apologizing,	going	back	on	something	you	agreed	to.

Part	Five:	The	Power	of	“No”

Why	“yes”	is	a	trap
Conventional	negotiation	advice	tells	you	to	get	the	other	side	saying	yes	as	early	and	often	as	possible.	Voss	argues	this	is
backwards,	and	that	“yes”	comes	in	three	flavors:

Counterfeit	yes	—	they	mean	no,	but	yes	is	the	fastest	escape	route.

Confirmation	yes	—	a	simple	reflexive	affirmation	of	fact,	meaning	nothing.

Commitment	yes	—	the	real	thing,	an	actual	agreement	to	act.	Rare.

Almost	every	early	“yes”	you	extract	is	counterfeit.	Worse,	people	know	from	experience	that	saying	yes	leads	to	being	trapped,
so	pushing	for	it	makes	them	defensive	and	closed.

Why	“no”	is	safety
“No”	gives	people	a	feeling	of	protection,	control,	and	autonomy.	It	costs	them	nothing	and	it	makes	them	feel	safe.	A	person
who	has	just	said	no	is	relaxed,	and	a	relaxed	person	will	listen.

So	you	invite	it.	Instead	of	Do	you	have	a	few	minutes	to	talk?	(which	pressures),	you	ask	Is	now	a	bad	time	to	talk?	Instead	of
Does	this	work	for	you?,	try	Is	there	anything	about	this	that	doesn’t	work	for	you?

The	masterstroke	here	is	the	“no”-oriented	email	for	someone	who	has	gone	silent	on	you:

“Have	you	given	up	on	this	project?”

It	is	remarkably	hard	to	ignore.	It	provokes	a	fast	“no,	of	course	not”	and	reopens	the	channel.

“That’s	right”	versus	“You’re	right”
This	is	one	of	the	book’s	sharpest	distinctions.
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“You’re	right”	is	a	terminating	phrase.	It	means	please	stop	talking	now.	It’s	what	you	say	to	a	persistent	salesperson	or	a
nagging	parent	to	end	the	interaction.	It	signals	no	genuine	agreement	whatsoever,	and	if	you	hear	it,	you	have	failed.

“That’s	right”	is	the	breakthrough.	It	means	the	other	person	has	heard	their	own	thinking	articulated	back	to	them	accurately
and	completely,	and	they	have	recognized	it.	It	signals	real,	internally-generated	agreement	—	the	kind	that	leads	to	action.

You	produce	“that’s	right”	through	a	summary:	a	full	articulation	of	the	other	side’s	world	—	their	position,	the	reasoning
behind	it,	and	the	emotions	underneath	it	—	delivered	back	to	them.	A	summary	is	essentially	a	paraphrase	plus	a	set	of	labels,
assembled	into	something	they	can	recognize	as	their	own	picture	of	reality.	When	you	get	“that’s	right,”	the	dynamic	has
fundamentally	shifted.

Part	Six:	Bending	Reality

Never	split	the	difference	(properly)
The	compromise	instinct	is	the	enemy.	Voss’s	own	famous	example	of	its	absurdity:	an	FBI	negotiator	who	splits	the	difference
on	a	hostage’s	fingers.

The	alternative	is	deadlines,	leverage,	and	a	proper	understanding	of	what	the	other	side	actually	values.

Deadlines
Deadlines	are	almost	always	more	flexible	than	they	appear,	and	they’re	frequently	invented.	But	they	exert	enormous	force	—
the	majority	of	concessions	in	any	negotiation	happen	near	a	deadline,	because	the	fear	of	loss	drives	people	to	act.

Two	lessons.	First,	don’t	fear	your	own	deadline	and	don’t	hide	it;	the	fear	of	a	deadline	usually	costs	more	than	the	deadline
itself.	Second,	understand	that	the	other	party	has	their	own	deadline,	and	finding	out	what	it	is	gives	you	significant	leverage.
There	is	no	such	thing	as	“no	deal	is	better	than	a	bad	deal”	in	practice	—	people	take	bad	deals	under	time	pressure
constantly.

The	F-word:	Fairness
“Fair”	is	the	most	emotionally	loaded	word	in	negotiation.	Voss	identifies	three	uses:

1.	 The	weaponized	accusation	—	“We’ve	given	you	a	fair	offer.”	This	is	a	manipulation	designed	to	make	you	defensive	and
get	you	to	concede.	The	response	is	not	to	argue:	pause,	use	the	DJ	voice,	and	say	“Fair?	It	seems	like	you’re	ready	to
provide	the	evidence	that	supports	that.”	Then	be	silent.

2.	 The	setup	—	“I	want	you	to	feel	like	you’re	being	treated	fairly.”	Used	to	imply	you’re	being	unreasonable.

3.	 The	honest	one	—	“I	want	you	to	feel	like	this	is	fair	at	all	times.	If	at	any	point	you	feel	I’m	being	unfair,	stop	me	and	we’ll
address	it.”	This	is	the	one	to	use.	It	builds	trust	and	it	invites	the	other	side	to	be	honest.

Loss	aversion	and	anchoring
People	are	irrationally	more	motivated	to	avoid	loss	than	to	achieve	equivalent	gain.	This	reshapes	how	you	frame	everything:
don’t	present	your	proposal	as	what	they’ll	gain,	present	the	alternative	as	what	they’ll	lose.

On	anchoring:	whoever	goes	first	sets	the	frame,	but	the	more	sophisticated	play	is	the	extreme	anchor	—	an	aggressive	first
number	that	shifts	the	entire	range,	followed	by	an	immediate	concession	that	appears	generous.	If	you’re	going	second,
deflect	the	first-number	question	or	bracket	their	number	with	a	range.

A	related	tool	is	anchoring	emotions	—	using	an	accusation	audit	to	prime	the	worst-case	expectation	before	revealing	your
actual	number,	so	that	the	real	number	lands	as	a	relief.

Two	smaller	pricing	points	worth	knowing:	-	Use	odd,	precise	numbers.	$37,263	sounds	calculated	and	defensible.	$37,000
sounds	arbitrary	and	negotiable.	Precision	implies	thought.	-	Surprise	with	a	gift.	A	small	non-monetary	concession	offered
unexpectedly	triggers	reciprocity	and	generates	goodwill	disproportionate	to	its	cost.

Part	Seven:	Calibrated	Questions
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The	technique
Calibrated	questions	are	open-ended	questions,	beginning	with	how	or	what,	that	give	the	other	side	the	illusion	of	control
while	forcing	them	to	solve	your	problem	for	you.

The	critical	rule:	never	use	“why.”	In	almost	every	language	and	culture,	“why”	is	accusatory.	It	puts	people	on	the	defensive.
The	only	exception	is	when	you	want	them	to	defend	a	position	that	serves	you	—	“Why	would	you	ever	do	business	with	the
company	you’ve	always	used,	instead	of	switching	to	us?”

The	two	workhorse	questions:

“How	am	I	supposed	to	do	that?”

“What	about	this	is	important	to	you?”

The	first	is	a	way	of	saying	no	without	saying	no.	It	refuses	the	demand	while	asking	for	their	help,	which	is	nearly	impossible
to	be	angry	at.	Deliver	it	deferentially,	not	sarcastically.	The	other	side	is	now	working	on	your	constraint	problem.

Other	useful	forms:	-	What’s	the	biggest	challenge	you	face?	-	How	does	this	fit	into	what	your	organization	is	trying	to
achieve?	-	What	are	we	trying	to	accomplish	here?	-	How	can	we	solve	this	problem?	-	What	is	it	that	brought	us	into	this
situation?

The	four	gentle	ways	to	say	no
Escalating	in	firmness,	none	of	which	is	the	word	“no”:

1.	 “How	am	I	supposed	to	do	that?”

2.	 “Your	offer	is	very	generous,	I’m	sorry,	that	just	doesn’t	work	for	me.”

3.	 “I’m	sorry	but	I’m	afraid	I	just	can’t	do	that.”

4.	 “I’m	sorry,	no.”

Controlling	emotion	in	yourself
Calibrated	questions	also	serve	as	a	discipline.	When	you’re	angry,	asking	a	question	instead	of	making	a	statement	forces	you
back	into	a	thinking	mode.	Voss	notes	that	the	negotiator’s	own	emotional	control	is	at	least	as	important	as	reading	the	other
side’s	—	and	that	a	rule	of	thumb	is	to	expect	an	aggressive	counterpart’s	behavior	to	escalate	if	you	match	it,	and	to	de-
escalate	if	you	don’t.

Part	Eight:	Implementation

Yes	is	nothing	without	how
An	agreement	means	nothing	if	it	isn’t	executed.	Once	you	have	a	“yes,”	the	follow-up	is:

“How	will	we	know	we’re	on	track?”

“How	am	I	supposed	to	do	that?”	(again,	applied	to	their	commitments)

You	want	the	other	side	to	articulate	the	implementation	themselves,	because	a	plan	someone	states	in	their	own	words	is	one
they	own.

The	7-38-55	rule	and	detecting	lies
Of	communication,	roughly	7%	is	words,	38%	is	tone,	and	55%	is	body	language.	When	these	are	inconsistent	—	the	words
say	yes	but	the	tone	is	flat	—	believe	the	tone	and	the	body.	Use	a	label	to	surface	it:	“It	sounds	like	there’s	something	about	this
that’s	still	bothering	you.”

The	rule	of	three:	get	the	other	side	to	agree	three	times,	in	three	different	ways,	in	the	same	conversation.	It’s	very	hard	to
sustain	a	lie	or	a	counterfeit	yes	across	three	iterations.	Use	a	label,	a	summary,	and	a	calibrated	question	rather	than	asking
the	same	question	three	times.
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The	Pinocchio	effect:	liars	use	more	words	and	more	third-person	pronouns,	and	work	harder	to	sound	convincing.	An
unusual	amount	of	elaboration	is	a	warning	sign.

Pronoun	analysis:	the	more	someone	uses	“I,”	“me,”	and	“my,”	the	less	important	they	are	in	the	decision	chain.	The	person
with	real	authority	talks	about	“we”	and	“they”	and	keeps	themselves	out	of	it.

Get	their	name,	and	use	it
Using	your	own	name	humanizes	you	and	makes	it	harder	for	the	other	side	to	treat	you	as	an	abstraction.	Voss’s	version	—
“the	Chris	discount”	—	is	a	light,	playful	way	of	making	a	request	personal	and	hard	to	refuse.

Bargaining:	the	Ackerman	model
For	pure	price	negotiation,	a	specific	systematic	approach:

1.	 Set	your	target	price	(your	goal).

2.	 Set	your	first	offer	at	65%	of	the	target.

3.	 Calculate	three	raises	of	decreasing	increments	—	85%,	95%,	100%.

4.	 Use	lots	of	empathy	and	different	ways	of	saying	“no”	to	get	the	other	side	to	counter	before	you	increase	your	offer.

5.	 When	calculating	the	final	amount,	use	precise,	non-round	numbers	—	e.g.	$37,893,	not	$38,000.

6.	 On	your	final	number,	throw	in	a	non-monetary	item	they	probably	don’t	want,	to	signal	you’re	at	your	limit.

The	decreasing	increments	are	the	key.	They	telegraph	that	you’re	approaching	your	ceiling	without	you	ever	having	to	say	so.

Part	Nine:	Black	Swans

The	final	and	most	conceptually	important	idea.	A	black	swan	is	a	piece	of	information	that	was	unknown	to	you,	and	whose
discovery	changes	everything	about	the	negotiation.	Voss	argues	every	negotiation	contains	three	to	five	of	them.

The	problem	is	not	that	they’re	hidden.	It’s	that	we	don’t	know	they	exist,	so	we	don’t	look.	Our	assumptions	about	what	the
other	side	wants	are	usually	the	barrier.

The	three	types	of	leverage:

Positive	leverage	—	your	ability	to	give	them	something	they	want.

Negative	leverage	—	your	ability	to	make	them	suffer	a	loss.	Powerful	but	corrosive;	use	it	as	implication	rather	than
threat.

Normative	leverage	—	using	the	other	party’s	own	stated	norms,	values,	and	standards	to	show	them	an	inconsistency.
The	most	underused	and	often	the	most	powerful.

Finding	black	swans	requires	understanding	the	other	side’s	religion	—	their	worldview,	what	they	believe	about	how	things
should	work,	what	they	consider	unthinkable.	This	is	why	unguarded	moments	matter:	what	people	say	before	and	after	the
formal	negotiation,	in	the	hallway,	on	the	phone	about	something	else,	is	where	the	real	information	lives.	Face-to-face	and
voice	contact	carry	black	swans;	email	almost	never	does.

The	corollary:	the	more	you	know	about	the	other	side’s	actual	situation,	the	less	you	need	to	negotiate	at	all.

The	Method,	Compressed

1.	 Slow	it	down.	Use	the	late-night	DJ	voice	when	it’s	tense,	the	playful	voice	the	rest	of	the	time.

2.	 Talk	less.	Listen	aggressively.	The	person	doing	most	of	the	talking	is	losing.

3.	 Mirror.	Repeat	their	last	three	words.	Then	be	silent	for	four	seconds.

4.	 Label.	It	seems	like…	Name	the	emotion,	especially	the	negative	one.

5.	 Run	an	accusation	audit	before	you	deliver	anything	hard.

6.	 Stop	chasing	“yes.”	Invite	“no”	—	it	makes	people	feel	safe.

7.	 Summarize	until	you	hear	“that’s	right.”	That’s	the	real	turn.
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8.	 Never	split	the	difference.	Find	out	what	they	actually	need	instead.

9.	 Deflect	“fair”	as	a	weapon;	deploy	it	honestly	yourself.

10.	 Ask	“How	am	I	supposed	to	do	that?”	Let	them	solve	your	problem.

11.	 Watch	tone	and	body	over	words.	Use	the	rule	of	three.

12.	 Assume	there	are	three	to	five	things	you	don’t	know	that	would	change	everything,	and	go	looking	for	them.

Where	the	Book	Is	Weakest

Worth	noting,	since	a	summary	that	only	reports	the	argument	isn’t	much	use:

The	techniques	are	demonstrated	overwhelmingly	through	high-drama	hostage	cases,	which	are	compelling	but
methodologically	thin.	There’s	little	controlled	evidence	that	these	specific	moves	outperform	alternatives	in	ordinary
business	contexts.

The	7-38-55	figures	come	from	Albert	Mehrabian’s	research,	which	was	narrow	in	scope	and	is	widely	considered	over-
generalized.	Treat	it	as	a	heuristic	about	congruence,	not	a	measurement.

Applied	clumsily	—	mirroring	every	sentence,	labeling	relentlessly	—	the	toolkit	reads	as	manipulative	and	people	notice.
Voss’s	own	framing	of	empathy	as	tactical	raises	a	real	ethical	question	the	book	doesn’t	sit	with	for	very	long.

Much	of	the	advice	presumes	a	counterparty	who	is	at	least	somewhat	engaged.	It	does	less	for	situations	of	raw	structural
power	imbalance,	where	the	other	side	simply	doesn’t	need	to	talk	to	you.

None	of	that	undermines	the	core	toolkit,	which	is	genuinely	good.	It	just	means	the	toolkit	is	a	set	of	tools	rather	than	a
system	that	wins	by	itself.
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