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Establishing some standard definitions will help focus this subject matter. 

 1. Lie – intentionally making a false statement which is known by the sender to be false or 
dishonest 

 2. Deception – propagate beliefs either directly or indirectly that are not true 

 3. Bluff – pretend to have a capability or resource one does not actually possess. This inflated 
capability is used to advance the interests of the party doing the bluffing 

 
A key aspect of this discussion is the concept of communication platforms. Each participant in a 
business negotiation interacts with the other parties from a communication platform. These platforms 
vary and represent the ethical foundation a person brings to the negotiation. 
 
An honest communication platform deals from truth, honesty, and overall ethical behavior. A dishonest 
communication platform deals in lies, deceptions and overall unethical behavior. 
 
In most business negotiations, all parties would prefer and appreciate wholehearted, honest 
communications. At the other end of the spectrum is the individual who may be communicating from a 
dishonest platform learned from his or her previous life experiences. In the real world, people may not 
be totally honest or totally dishonest in a specific negotiation. They are frequently somewhere in the 
gray area between the two extremes. 
 
In fact, there are many environments where deceptive behavior is accepted: 

 1. In sports – A basketball player may fake to the left and move to the right. A football player 
may claim he caught the pass before it hit the ground. If the referee does not have a good 
view of the play, he may rule that the player completed the pass. If the player knows the 
ball hit the ground before the catch, he would normally accept the incorrect call by the 
referee and would not tell the referee the pass was incomplete. 

 2. In poker – Acceptable behavior in a poker game is to bluff occasionally by betting heavily 
and pressuring the other players to exit the hand rather than cover large bets. 

 3. Communicating with terrorists – Suppose you are interrogating with a terrorist and you 
know with 99% accuracy that this terrorist planted three bombs in your city. These bombs 
are set to explode later in the day and will likely kill thousands of people. Would you 
consider lying to the terrorist if he might tell you the location of the bombs? 

 
The following chart indicates words that describe the extremes of honesty and dishonesty. There are 
many communication platforms between these two. 
 

Environment: Honest Platform Dishonest Platform 

Foundation: Truth Lies 

Expectations: Honesty Dishonesty 

 Ethical Behavior Unethical Behavior 

 Openness Hidden Agendas 

 Fairness Half Truths 

 Trustworthiness Exaggerations 

 Clarity Material Omissions 

 Words Match Actions Words Do Not Match Actions 



 
Let’s next discuss how your conduct might be challenged during a business negotiation: 

 1. Can you bluff with integrity while being honest/truthful/factual? Yes 

 2. Can you lie by omission? Yes 

 3. Does adopting the attitude of “don’t play games” keep the environment honest? Yes, it tends to 
suggest that the parties have adopted a truthful platform. 

 4. Money and careers are at stake; should we still be honest? Yes 

 5. During negotiations, when is a deception clearly a lie? When the deception is intentional and 
known to be false by the sender. 

 
The diagrams below address bluffing and lying during a negotiation to sell a company to an acquirer. In 
these two cases below, the seller can bluff with integrity, or lie with deceipt. 
 

 expect to get Lie – if you really do not expect 10 more offers 

I have 2 offers  10 more offers 

 could get Bluff – “could” is a very subjective term 

 

 both better than yours Lie – if the offers are really not better 

I have 2 offers 

 both are good offers Bluff – “good” is a very subjective term 
 
In summary, when you’re negotiating, try to understand the communication platform the other party is 
using and respond appropriately. You don’t have to lie and deceive to get ahead in business. Bluffing 
with integrity can achieve great success and maintain your honest communication platform. 
 

Communication Platform for Appropriate Behavior During Business Negotiations 

ACTION WHEN 

Lie Never 

Deceive Never intentionally or directly 

Bluff When you are negotiating from a position of strength, you can sometimes gain by 
challenging the other party’s positions with one or more bluffs 


