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Case Study: Jones Realty and F. Turnbull  

Principled negotiation is a way of defusing situations where a difficult person is trying to 
argue with others in an unproductive manner. In this case study, the two parties are a 
landlord and tenant having a dispute over rent, but it is important to realize that the 
same negotiation can be used in any situation where the other party wants to argue or 
refuses to discuss the actual problem.  
 
Mr. Turnbull rented an apartment at $600 a month, but when he and his roommate Paul 
decided to move, they learned that the apartment was subject to rent control and that 
the maximum legal rent was $466 per month. Mr. Turnbull called Mrs. Jones of Jones 
Realty to discuss the problem of being overcharged, but he found her to be 
uncooperative and hostile. Mr. Turnbull responded by using principled negotiation 
techniques in order to defuse the situation.  
 
First, he informed her of the problem again, but this time, he enquired as to whether the 
apartment was rent controlled or if he had been mistaken. This method prevented Mrs. 
Jones from becoming immediately argumentative, because Mr. Turnbull was not stating 
a position opposing her, but asking a question. This made it harder for Mrs. Jones to 
become defensive. Mr. Turnbull also stated that he appreciated the time and effort she 
had put into initially securing the rental property for him and Paul, which shows Mrs. 
Jones that Mr. Turnbull is not against her, but that he simply wants to solve the problem. 
This demonstrates the idea of focusing on merits rather than positions, and puts Mrs. 
Jones in a situation where becoming defensive now would damage Mr. Turnbull's 
opinion of her (as a person who put “time and effort” into securing their tenancy).  
 
Mr. Turnbull then stated that if he and his roommate had overpaid, then he must ask for 
reimbursement, but that if Mrs. Jones can persuade them that the information is 
incorrect, they will “call it even and move out.” This shows that Mr. Turnbull is assertive 
enough to ask that the issue be resolved properly, and that he will settle for no less than 
a full explanation of the rent situation. If he and Paul have overpaid, they will remain in 
the apartment until the date they are paid up to. If they have not, they will move out. Mr. 
Turnbull is assertive, but fair, and the way he has structured his response makes it 
seem as though Mrs. Jones would be the uncooperative one if she did not agree.  
 
In this case, she decided to try to refocus Mr. Turnbull back onto positions by 
responding that all he and Paul care about is money and that they are trying to use it as 
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an excuse to stay in the apartment longer without paying rent. Instead of defending his 
position or involving personal feelings, Mr. Turnbull replied that he must not have been 
clear enough in what he was saying and restated that he simply wants to know that he 
and Paul are being treated fairly. He expressed his feelings in general terms, saying that 
“no one likes to feel cheated.”1 Notice that he did not say he is being cheated, which 
would give Mrs. Jones an opportunity to become defensive, but rather, that he feels 
cheated, reiterating his original point that he just wants to know whether or not he and 
Paul have overpaid their rent. Mrs. Jones responded by asking if Mr. Turnbull trusts her, 
as he seems not to, even though she did them a favour in renting them the apartment. 
Mr. Turnbull stated that it is not a matter of trust but of principle. Did they overpay or 
not? Eventually, Mrs. Jones did admit to the mistake, and the problem was straightened 
out. Mr. Turnbull got what he wanted because he used a specific technique to negotiate 
with this difficult person.  
 
In principled negotiations a cycle emerges, and in this case Mrs. Jones focused on the 
argument on positions only to be repeatedly redirected towards the actual problem by 
Mr. Turnbull. The key to negotiation in this case is a demonstration of many of the tools 
mentioned in the earlier part of this toolkit, such as “changing your behaviour.” Mr. 
Turnbull altered his behaviour by using careful responses that showed him to be calm 
and respectful no matter how difficult Mrs. Jones became. He remained focused on the 
problem without reacting directly to Mrs. Jones' challenges, which prevented an 
escalation of negative behaviour on Mrs. Jones' part. He was consistent in his use of 
negotiating tactics that avoid opportunities for the difficult person to argue or feel like 
they are threatened, by repeatedly refocusing on the issue at hand. Persistence of this 
kind will eventually “wear the difficult person down” in terms of their ability to find ways 
to begin a position-based argument, and make them more receptive to proper 
discussion. Principled negotiation tactics may be even more effective in community 
meetings, as the difficult person may realize that they are appearing uncooperative in 
the face of a negotiator.  Difficult individuals may then try to save their reputations within 
the group by “toning down” their disruptive, pushy or negative behaviour. 
 
Source: Fisher, Robert, William Ury and Bruce Patton. Getting to Yes: Negotiating 
Agreement without Giving In (2nd ed.) New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1991. 
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 Robert Fisher, William Ury and Bruce Patton, Getting to Yes, 120. 
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About this Community Development Toolkit 

This community development toolkit was created by Pency-Rhaine Byrne, with editorial review 
by Kelly Vodden, Ahmed Khan and Gail Collins. The toolkit was created as part of a community-
based research project undertaken by students in an undergraduate course at Memorial 
University, Department of Geography, instructed by Dr. Kelly Vodden (Geography 3350 – 
Community and Regional Planning and Development). The project was completed in 
partnership with the Central Region Community of Practice – Community Development. Using a 
‘Community of Practice’ learning approach the project was intended to provide resources that 
introduce students and community development practitioners to several key community 
development and regional planning tools and concepts. The financial support provided by the 
Rural Secretariat-Executive Council and support and participation of Regional Partnership 
Planners Linda Brett and Tanya Noble are gratefully acknowledged.  

 

 

 

  


