
A Life-Altering Approach to Sales & Deal-Making 
Insights from a Former FBI Lead Hostage Negotiator 

Unlike most business gurus, Chris Voss honed his approach during matters of life and death. Literally. For years, Voss was a lead 

international hostage negotiator for the FBI, working cases like the Blind Sheikh (a terrorist plot in Manhattan) and TWA Flight 800, as 

well as getting numerous bank robbers and international hostage-takers to walk out with their hands up. In his new book, Never Split 

the Difference, he shares his field-tested tools for talking people into—or out of—pretty much anything. “Hostage negotiation for 

business is a new technology for human interaction,” says Voss, the founder and principal of The Black Swan Group consultancy. “This 

is a revolutionary means of talking to people.” 

Needless to say, we at Node were intrigued, especially when we realized the inherent power of combining Node’s artificial intelligence 

with Voss’ counterintuitive emotional intelligence insights. Managers could now know exactly who to talk to, what to talk about and 

how to ensure that their message would be heard and understood. A partnership was born, aimed at boosting business opportunities 

and closing bigger deals at faster rates. This Quick Study Slideshow details how sales and marketing teams can apply Voss’ hard-

earned lessons to hook their next prospects—possibly even on the very first phone call.  
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https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/omar-abdel-rahman-blind-sheik-convicted-in-1993-world-trade-center-attack-dies-at-78/2017/02/18/807c4f2c-f603-11e6-8d72-263470bf0401_story.html?utm_term=.a6d6c54ab8c9
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KEY INSIGHT 

If you’ve been in sales for longer than a minute, you’ve heard talk of “getting to yes” and 

how to “always be closing.” But these two long-

reigning strategies are flat wrong, Voss argues. Both 

encourage a series of micro-agreements commonly 

referred to as “tie-downs,” which violates the other 

person’s autonomy, thus corroding the relationship. 

Voss explains: “As soon as you start trying to tie-down 

a client—even if Node has done its job and this is 

someone you should be talking to and someone who should be talking to you—that 

process is going to drive a legitimate client away. And it will definitely drive away people 

who are on the fence.”  

In his first contact with a hostage taker, for example, Voss would not spend his energy 

gunning for a “Yes, I’ll come out.” Instead, his primary goals were a) learning what they had 

to say; and b) getting them to agree to meet again. This infuriated his commanders, who 

wanted him to free the hostages ASAP. But Voss and his team understood intuitively that 

the slower they tried to go at the beginning, the faster the process would kick into 
high gear and be over. Equally important: If Voss spent all his time on the phone trying to 

get to yes or close the deal, he wouldn’t have spent one minute hearing what the hostage 

taker had to say. “If people feel heard,” Voss explains, “they can't wait to talk to you again 

because nobody out there is making them feel heard. The floodgates to guarded 

information begin to open up.” 

To do this, he used—and recommends that sales people use—“tactical empathy.” This 

crucial element of better negotiations requires you to not only understand what to listen 

for, but also to hear what is behind the words. You uncover both “the emotional obstacles 

and the potential pathways to getting an agreement done,” he says. “It’s emotional 

intelligence on steroids.” 

If people feel heard, they 
can’t wait to talk to you 
again. “ 

CHRIS VOSS 

Tactical Empathy is a 
Competitive Edge 
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TURNING INSIGHT INTO ACTION 

Making Contact 

A successful first phone—or hostage negotiation—doesn’t begin with the standard “Hi, can I speak to …?”  

“This starts with two glaring omissions. The caller’s name & purpose. The person on the other end immediately knows it’s a 

sales call even though the caller hasn’t said it’s a sales call,” Voss says. “Right away, they are aware of the caller’s omissions 

and wondering how long it will take the caller to admit he or she is trying to sell something.” Instead, he recommends the 

following course of action: 

Introduce yourself 

Voss likes to start the conversation 
with, “Hi, it's Chris, I’m calling from 
the Black Swan Group for….” He 
purposely uses only his first name to 
engender familiar feelings. At the 
same time, he will use a more formal 
tone when addressing the prospect 
because it's another way to respect 
that person’s autonomy and help 
them feel safe.   

Give the other person an out 

“When you feel like you can end the 
call at any time, you're more likely to 
stay on the phone a bit longer and 
allow me to work this forward,” Voss 
says. To do this, ask, “Have I caught 
you in the middle of something?” 
The response is generally, "No, but 
what's this all about?" or "Yes, but 
what's this all about?" Either way, 
the prospect feels in control and has 
just given permission to go on.  

Put the prospect in the driver’s seat 

When the recipient feels out of control or 
uncertain about the call, it creates anxiety 
in their mind, which is distracting. They 
won’t hear what you’re saying, or give it 
full attention, because they are too busy 
having an inner dialogue. “They are trying 
to listen to two voices,” Voss says. “When’s 
the last time you were in a conversation 
with two people talking at the same time?  
You can’t pick up the whole conversation 
from both people, and you certainly can't 
pick up the nuances.”  

1 2 3
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KEY INSIGHT 

Imagine you are negotiating the 

end to a hostage standoff and the 

hostage taker agrees to come out 

in five minutes. Are you in the 

clear? “Absolutely not,” Voss says. 

“That might mean he’s coming out 

guns a-blazin’. Or it might mean he 

wants his gun on him when he comes out, and then if he’s startled by the SWAT team 

he’s going to fight them. We have no deal without how.”  

For this and other reasons, Voss encourages negotiators to be wary of the word yes. In 

his experience, there are three kinds of yes: “counterfeit, confirmation and 

commitment.” The counterfeit yes is really a no, but the counterpart feels saying yes is 

an easier escape route—or is using yes to gain information themselves. “In every 

business interaction, there’s a favorite and a fool that’s competing for the business. 

You’ve got to know whether or not you’re the fool in the game,” Voss says. Many 

salespeople have developed a lead only to realize the prospect never intended to 

switch from their current supplier. They were using this negotiation as leverage to cut 

costs. The second type of yes, a confirmation, is an affirmation, but promises no action. 

Finally, the commitment yes is exactly as it sounds—but it can be hard to distinguish 

between the three.  

CHRIS VOSS 

There are three kinds of yes: 
“counterfeit, confirmation 
and commitment.” 

“ 
“Yes” is Nothing 
Without How 



A Life-Altering Approach to Sales & Deal-Making: Insights from a Former FBI Lead Hostage Negotiator 

node.io 5 

TURNING INSIGHT INTO ACTION 

What to Aim for in the First Phone Call 

Just like a hostage negotiator, the purpose of the first contact with a prospect is intelligence 

gathering and lead qualifying. You want to hang up with the knowledge of whether or not this was 

a high-quality lead—and why or why not. You’ll pass along this data to your marketing team to 

help them better deliver future leads. You also want to make sure there is a legitimate interest, 

and that the prospect wants more than market data from you.  

An information-gathering first call also eliminates the need for extensive advance research. Many 

sales people spend two to three weeks researching a prospect, but your richest source of 

information is going to be the people themselves, Voss says.  

The key is to employ tactical empathy, and really listen to what the potential buyer has to say. 

Approach it as a survey: “People will take surveys if they know how long it's going to take,” Voss 

says, “if they've got time and if it's talking about something that's bothering them.”  
“People will take surveys if they know how long it's going to take.” 
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KEY INSIGHT 

In 2002, psychologist Daniel Kahneman won the Nobel Prize in economics for 

developing a model—Prospect Theory—that demonstrated how humans often fail to 

act rationally when faced with a complex choice. Economists had generally operated 

under the assumption that people make choices based on self-interest, albeit often 

non-consciously. Instead, Kahneman, along with his late partner Amos Tversky, found 

people are swayed by emotions, rules of thumb, how a choice is is framed and—

perhaps most importantly for sales and marketing—“loss aversion.” Put another way, 

loss aversion suggests that people will often take bigger risks to avoid a loss than they 

would to achieve gain. 

So why do so many in sales focus on the latter? “Everyone is guided to figure out their 

value proposition to the potential client,” Voss says. “But even if it’s of value, it still 

might not appeal to them. It would be similar to pitching a great steak to someone 

who just ate a double cheeseburger. There’s no question the steak is superior and 

worth more, but if they’re not hungry because they ate a double cheeseburger, they’re 

not going to be interested in your steak.”  

One note:  Although loss aversion is a primary 

motivator of human decision making, it’s clearly not 

the only one. So for those thinking of all the deals 

they’ve made pitching gain, Voss is adamant: "Well, 

yes, but you’ve made a third as many as you should 

have made.” 

Prospect Theory: 
Humans often fail to act 
rationally when faced 
with a complex choice. 

DANIEL KAHNEMAN 

Pitching Gain Doesn’t
Get You Far



A Life-Altering Approach to Sales & Deal-Making: Insights from a Former FBI Lead Hostage Negotiator 

node.io 7 

TURNING INSIGHT INTO ACTION 

Let them Hang up Wanting More 
 Rather trying to schedule another time to talk at the end of the first call, just thank a prospect for their time, Voss 

says. Here’s where FOMO—a.k.a., Fear of Missing Out—will work to your advantage. Explains Voss: “If you’ve played 

it right, the potential buyer just had a conversation with someone who heard them out, completely understood 

their problems, treated them with respect, didn't try to close them, didn't try to corner them, didn't try to force 

them into anything, and finished by being very gracious—thanking them for their time and then hanging up.” As a 

result, the prospect is left with the notion that they might have missed out on an 

opportunity to fix their problems. “You’ve just kicked FOMO into high gear,” Voss 

continues, “instead of parlaying the desperation to always be closing.” 

Of course, you’ll reach out again in a week or so, but in the interim you can use the intel 

you picked up from the first call to assess the opportunity and need. “Then you tailor that 

next approach,” Voss says. “The same way you would offer someone a bespoke suit.” 

“You’ve just kicked FOMO into high gear” 
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More insights and action steps 
Node’s artificial intelligence and Chris Voss’ emotional intelligence will transform your approach to building new business relationships and driving revenue. Our Q1 lecture 

series featuring Chris Voss and Node founder Falon Fatemi is open to an exclusive group of VP and C-Level Sales and Marketing executives. 

For details, a Node demo or to explore further: hello@node.io 

ABOUT NODE 

Node understands the vision for the business you want to become and delivers a roadmap to get you there. Node’s proprietary 

artificial intelligence technology revolutionizes the online discovery process by making sense of the relationships between people and 

companies on the web. Sifting through these connections, Node surfaces people-based intelligence to identify the total market 

opportunity for leading companies and proactively delivers personalized insights and tactical guidance that leads to bigger, better 

deals. To date, Node has optimized $4 billion in revenue across companies like RingCentral, Outreach, and BlueJeans Network, and 

has delivered return on investment in as little as eight weeks. Node was founded by Falon Fatemi – one of Google’s youngest 

employees – and is backed by Mark Cuban, NEA, Avalon Ventures, and Canaan Partners. Learn more about how Node is connecting 

people to opportunity at www.node.io. 
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