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Developing Negotiation Case Studies:
Harvard Business School's Approach and
Beyond
The renowned Harvard Business School (HBS) is synonymous with excellence in
management education, and a cornerstone of its teaching methodology is the use of
meticulously crafted case studies. Developing negotiation case studies, specifically,
requires a deep understanding of the complexities of bargaining, persuasion, and conflict
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resolution. This article delves into the HBS approach to creating these powerful learning
tools, exploring the process, benefits, and broader implications for educators and
practitioners alike. We'll examine best practices, consider the role of negotiation
analysis, and explore how these case studies contribute to effective conflict resolution
training.

The Power of Negotiation Case Studies: Why HBS Uses
Them
Harvard Business School leverages negotiation case studies extensively because they
provide a unique pedagogical advantage. Unlike theoretical lectures, case studies immerse
students in realistic scenarios, forcing them to analyze complex situations, weigh options,
and develop practical solutions. This approach fosters critical thinking, strategic decision-
making, and improved communication skills in negotiation.

Real-World Application: HBS case studies often draw upon real-life business
transactions, labor disputes, international relations, and other scenarios, grounding
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learning in practical experience.
Interactive Learning: The case study method encourages active participation and
debate, allowing students to learn from each other’s perspectives and refine their
negotiating strategies.
Ethical Considerations: Many HBS negotiation cases delve into ethical dilemmas,
prompting students to consider the moral implications of their actions and develop a
sense of responsible negotiation.
Developing Adaptive Strategies: Students learn to adjust their strategies
depending on the specific context, opponent, and stakes involved, mimicking the
dynamic nature of real-world negotiations.

The HBS Approach to Developing Negotiation Case
Studies
Developing a high-quality HBS-style negotiation case study is a rigorous process. It
typically involves:
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Identifying a compelling scenario: The starting point is selecting a scenario that
presents a rich and complex negotiation challenge. This might involve a merger and
acquisition, a labor contract dispute, an international trade deal, or a challenging
interpersonal negotiation.
Extensive Research: Researchers conduct thorough research, gathering data from
multiple sources, including interviews with participants, company documents, and
public records. This ensures factual accuracy and depth of context.
Structuring the Case: The case is then carefully structured to present the key
facts, issues, and perspectives of the different parties involved. This often includes
detailed background information, financial data, and insights into the personalities
and motivations of the negotiators.
Developing Teaching Notes: Along with the student case, HBS professors
typically develop detailed teaching notes that guide the classroom discussion. These
notes provide insights into the nuances of the negotiation, potential strategies, and
learning objectives.
Continuous Refinement: The case study often undergoes several rounds of review
and revision, ensuring clarity, accuracy, and pedagogical effectiveness.
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Utilizing Negotiation Case Studies in Education and
Training
The applications of HBS-style negotiation case studies extend far beyond the hallowed
halls of Harvard. These resources can effectively enhance negotiation skills in a wide
range of settings:

Business Schools: Many business schools globally use HBS-style case studies as a
key component of their negotiation courses. This approach allows students to
practice their skills in a safe and controlled environment.
Corporate Training Programs: Businesses frequently employ negotiation case
studies to improve the negotiation capabilities of their employees. This can be
particularly valuable for sales teams, procurement departments, and human
resources professionals.
Executive Education: Case studies are an effective tool for executive education
programs, allowing experienced managers to hone their negotiation strategies and
learn from past successes and failures.
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Conflict Resolution Programs: HBS case studies can be adapted for use in
conflict resolution training, teaching individuals to approach difficult conversations
with empathy and a strategic approach.

Beyond Harvard: Creating Your Own Negotiation Case
Studies
While access to HBS's extensive library of case studies is valuable, creating your own can
be incredibly insightful. This process forces you to deeply consider the components of a
successful negotiation. Here are some tips:

Focus on a specific challenge: Start with a clear negotiation problem. What are
the key objectives? What are the potential points of conflict?
Gather diverse perspectives: Interview individuals involved in the negotiation or
those with relevant experience. This will provide a richer understanding of the
situation.
Maintain objectivity: While personal experiences are valuable, striving for
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objectivity in presenting the case is critical. Avoid bias in your narrative.
Use storytelling techniques: Engage the reader by constructing a compelling
narrative that draws them into the situation.

Conclusion
Developing negotiation case studies, as exemplified by Harvard Business School, provides
a powerful tool for enhancing negotiation skills. By immersing learners in realistic
scenarios and encouraging active participation, these case studies promote critical
thinking, strategic decision-making, and ethical considerations. Whether using established
HBS resources or crafting your own, the value of learning through case studies remains
undeniable in improving negotiation outcomes and fostering effective communication
strategies. The iterative process of development ensures continuous improvement in both
the teaching materials and the resultant learning.
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FAQ
Q1: Are HBS negotiation case studies publicly available?

A1: Many HBS case studies are available for purchase through their website or through
third-party retailers. However, access may be restricted depending on the specific case
and licensing agreements. Some may be freely accessible through online databases or
academic journals.

Q2: How can I use a negotiation case study in a training session?

A2: Start by selecting a case study relevant to the participants' roles and experience.
Before the session, have participants read the case study. Facilitate a discussion,
encouraging participants to share their perspectives and develop negotiation strategies.
Use role-playing to simulate the negotiation scenario. Finally, debrief the session,
highlighting key lessons learned.

Q3: What makes a good negotiation case study?



9

A3: A good negotiation case study should be compelling, realistic, and well-structured. It
should present a complex negotiation challenge, provide sufficient background
information, and explore the perspectives of all parties involved. It should also leave room
for multiple interpretations and strategic approaches.

Q4: What are some common pitfalls to avoid when developing a negotiation case
study?

A4: Oversimplifying the negotiation, neglecting the ethical dimensions, failing to gather
sufficient data, presenting biased information, and not providing adequate teaching notes
are common pitfalls.

Q5: Can I adapt existing HBS case studies for my specific needs?

A5: While direct adaptation of copyrighted material requires permission, you can use HBS
case studies as inspiration to create your own. Focus on adapting the core concepts to a
similar situation relevant to your audience.

Q6: How do I assess the effectiveness of my negotiation case study?
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A6: Assess effectiveness through feedback from participants, observation of engagement
during discussions, and evaluation of participants' improved negotiation skills (as
measured via post-case assessments or role-playing exercises).

Q7: What software or tools can help develop negotiation case studies?

A7: Various word processing and presentation software (like Microsoft Word, PowerPoint,
or Google Docs/Slides) are useful for writing and structuring the case study. However, no
specific software is needed; careful planning and clear writing are more crucial.

Q8: Are there any ethical considerations when using real-life situations as case
studies?

A8: Absolutely. Always ensure you have consent from all parties involved if using a real-life
situation. Anonymize identifying information to protect privacy and avoid potentially
defamatory or damaging statements. Maintain strict confidentiality throughout the
process.

Developing Negotiation Case Studies: Harvard Business School – A Deep Dive



11

The renowned Harvard Business School (HBS) is globally recognized for its rigorous
curriculum and its impactful contribution to the field of management education. A crucial
component of this curriculum is the development and use of negotiation case studies.
These aren't mere academic exercises; they are powerful tools that transform students'
understanding of negotiation dynamics and sharpen their negotiation skills in real-world
scenarios. This article will investigate the process behind creating these impactful case
studies, underlining the careful approach HBS employs to create learning experiences that
are both captivating and instructive.

The Genesis of a Case Study: From Raw Data to Classroom Tool

The development of a compelling negotiation case study at HBS is a multi-layered process
involving in-depth research, rigorous analysis, and careful designing. It often begins with
identifying a relevant and engaging real-world negotiation. This could range from a
substantial corporate merger to a sensitive international diplomatic encounter, or even a
seemingly ordinary business transaction with wide-ranging consequences.

Once a suitable negotiation is selected, the HBS team begin on a thorough investigation.
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This may entail conducting several interviews with main participants, analyzing internal
documents, and assembling other applicable data. The goal is to acquire a full grasp of the
context, the strategies used by each party, and the outcomes of the negotiation.

The ensuing analysis centers on pinpointing the key negotiation principles at play. HBS
professors attentively dissect the case, revealing the strategic choices made by the
negotiators, the elements that shaped their decisions, and the outcomes of their actions.
This analytical phase is vital because it determines the instructional value of the final case
study.

Finally, the case study is composed in a way that is both understandable and thought-
provoking. It typically contains a concise summary of the situation, followed by a detailed
account of the negotiation process. Crucially, it poses provocative questions that
encourage students to evaluate the strategies used by the negotiators and reflect on
alternative approaches. The aim is not to provide a sole "correct" answer, but rather to
stimulate critical thinking and promote the development of sound judgment.

Implementing Negotiation Case Studies: Practical Benefits and Strategies
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The practical benefits of using HBS-style negotiation case studies are considerable. They
give students with a secure environment to practice negotiation skills, receive helpful
feedback, and learn from both achievements and errors. This experiential approach is far
more effective than dormant learning through lectures alone.

The implementation of these case studies often involves role-playing drills, group
discussions, and individual reflection. Professors guide the learning process, encouraging
critical thinking and encouraging students to articulate their ideas clearly and
persuasively. Feedback is a central component of the process, helping students to identify
areas for improvement and refine their negotiating strategies.

Moreover, the case studies provide valuable insights into ethical factors that can
significantly impact negotiation outcomes. Analyzing varied case studies from around the
globe broadens students' perspectives and strengthens their cross-cultural negotiation
skills.

Conclusion

Developing negotiation case studies at Harvard Business School is a demanding but
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rewarding process that yields exceptional learning materials. These case studies are not
simply classroom drills; they are potent tools that equip students with the competencies
and knowledge they need to succeed in the challenging world of business negotiations. By
examining real-world situations, students develop their analytical abilities, refine their
strategies, and acquire a deeper grasp of the nuances of negotiation. This experiential
approach to learning ensures that HBS graduates are well-prepared to navigate the
challenges of the business world with self-assurance and skill.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

Q1: Are these case studies only used at HBS?

A1: While originally developed for HBS, many are adapted and used in other business
schools and executive education programs worldwide. Their adaptability makes them
valuable teaching tools globally.

Q2: What makes HBS negotiation case studies unique?

A2: Their depth of research, real-world relevance, and focus on critical analysis distinguish
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them. They emphasize learning from both successes and failures, promoting a holistic
understanding of negotiation.

Q3: How are the case studies updated?

A3: HBS regularly reviews and updates existing case studies, reflecting changing business
environments and incorporating new research. New cases are constantly being developed
to remain relevant.

Q4: Can I access these case studies publicly?

A4: Access to many HBS case studies is restricted to students and alumni. However, some
are available for purchase through HBS Publishing.

Q5: Are there any online resources to help me improve my negotiation skills?

A5: Yes, many online resources, including online courses and articles, can supplement the
learning provided by the HBS case studies. However, the rigorous analysis and real-world
examples provided in the HBS case studies remain uniquely valuable.
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