
The 3rd Alternative By Stephen R Covey

Understanding the Power of the Third
Alternative: Stephen R. Covey's Approach to
Win-Win
Stephen Covey's *The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People* introduced countless individuals to the
concept of “win-win,” a paradigm shift in negotiation and conflict resolution. However, a crucial
element often overlooked, yet central to achieving genuine win-win outcomes, is the third
alternative. This article delves into this powerful concept, exploring its benefits, practical
application, and how it transcends the limitations of traditional negotiation strategies. We will
explore the third alternative's impact on personal relationships, professional collaborations, and
even global challenges.

Understanding the Third Alternative: Beyond Positional
Bargaining
Traditional negotiations often fall into a positional bargaining trap. This means parties focus solely
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on their own desired outcomes (their "position"), leading to compromises that often leave both
sides feeling partially unsatisfied. The third alternative, in contrast, encourages individuals to move
beyond their pre-conceived positions and collaboratively brainstorm creative solutions that satisfy
the underlying needs and interests of all involved. It's about seeking a synergistic solution – a result
superior to what either party could have achieved alone. This involves creative problem-solving and
a willingness to truly understand the other party’s perspective. Keywords like collaborative
problem-solving, synergistic solutions, and mutual benefit are intrinsically linked to the
effectiveness of the third alternative.

The Benefits of Seeking the Third Alternative
The benefits of embracing the third alternative extend beyond simply achieving a deal. It fosters:

Stronger Relationships: By focusing on mutual understanding and shared goals, the third
alternative strengthens relationships, building trust and respect. This is because it prioritizes
collaboration over competition.
Improved Creativity and Innovation: The process of brainstorming together unlocks
creative potential, leading to innovative solutions that neither party would have conceived
independently. This promotes innovative solutions and enhances creative problem-
solving skills.
Increased Efficiency and Productivity: While initially requiring more time and effort, the
collaborative nature of the third alternative often leads to more efficient and productive long-
term outcomes. The agreement reached is more likely to be sustainable and less prone to
future conflict.
Greater Satisfaction: Because the process is collaborative, all parties are more likely to feel
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satisfied with the outcome. They've not merely compromised; they've actively participated in
creating a solution that addresses their core interests.
Enhanced Communication: The process necessitates clear, open communication, thereby
improving communication skills and the ability to effectively understand diverse perspectives.
This directly improves communication strategies and conflict resolution.

Practical Application of the Third Alternative: A Step-by-
Step Guide
Implementing the third alternative requires a shift in mindset and a willingness to engage in a
collaborative process. Here's a step-by-step guide:

1. Identify Underlying Interests: Move beyond stated positions to understand the underlying
needs and motivations driving each party's position. Ask "why" repeatedly to uncover the root
causes of disagreement.

2. Brainstorm Solutions: Engage in a collaborative brainstorming session, focusing on generating
a wide range of possible solutions without judgment. This is where synergistic thinking comes
into play.

3. Evaluate and Refine Solutions: Critically evaluate each proposed solution, considering its
feasibility, impact, and alignment with the underlying interests of all parties.

4. Select the Optimal Solution: Choose the solution that best addresses the needs of all parties,
creating a truly win-win outcome. This solution will often surpass the initial expectations of each
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individual.

5. Implement and Monitor: Once a solution is agreed upon, implement it and regularly monitor
its effectiveness. This ensures continuous improvement and adaptation as needed.

The Third Alternative in Action: Real-World Examples
Consider a business negotiation: Two companies are vying for a contract. Instead of simply
competing on price, they could use the third alternative to identify each company’s strengths and
integrate them into a joint venture, creating a superior product and splitting the profits. This
synergistic approach provides a more significant benefit than either company could achieve
individually. Another example might be family members disputing an inheritance. Instead of
fighting over specific assets, the third alternative could uncover underlying needs (financial
security, family legacy, etc.), leading to a distribution that addresses those needs more effectively
than a simple division of assets.

Conclusion: Embracing the Power of Collaboration
The third alternative, as championed by Stephen Covey, represents a profound shift from
adversarial negotiation to collaborative problem-solving. By prioritizing mutual understanding and
shared goals, it unlocks creative potential, strengthens relationships, and leads to superior
outcomes for all involved. Embracing this approach requires a willingness to move beyond
entrenched positions, engage in open communication, and collaborate to find innovative solutions
that surpass the limitations of traditional bargaining. The ultimate value lies not just in the outcome
achieved, but in the strengthened relationships and enhanced capabilities that emerge from the
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process itself.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)
Q1: Isn't the third alternative time-consuming?

A1: Yes, initially, it may require more time than traditional positional bargaining. However, the time
invested in thoroughly understanding each other's perspectives and collaboratively brainstorming
solutions often leads to more efficient and sustainable long-term outcomes. The upfront investment
saves time and resources in the long run by preventing future conflicts and misunderstandings.

Q2: What if the other party isn't willing to collaborate?

A2: This is a significant challenge. You can attempt to explain the benefits of the third alternative,
highlighting the potential for mutual gain. If the other party remains unwilling, you may need to
reassess the situation and consider alternative strategies. It is important to recognize that not all
situations lend themselves to this approach.

Q3: How can I improve my skills in identifying underlying interests?

A3: Active listening and asking clarifying questions are crucial. Instead of focusing solely on what
the other party is saying, try to understand the underlying needs and emotions driving their words.
Practice empathy and try to see the situation from their perspective.

Q4: Are there any downsides to using the third alternative?
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A4: The main downside is the time commitment. It requires more effort and collaboration than
traditional methods. Additionally, it requires trust and a willingness to compromise from all parties.
If trust is low, the process may be ineffective.

Q5: Can the third alternative be used in all situations?

A5: No. The third alternative is most effective in situations where a collaborative approach is
possible and desirable. In situations where power dynamics are heavily skewed or where one party
is acting in bad faith, it may be less effective.

Q6: How does the third alternative differ from compromise?

A6: Compromise involves each party giving up something to reach a middle ground. The third
alternative seeks to create a solution that is superior to what either party could achieve alone,
exceeding the limitations of a simple compromise. It's about finding a synergistic solution, not just
meeting in the middle.

Q7: How can I apply the third alternative in my personal life?

A7: The third alternative can be applied to any situation involving conflict or negotiation, such as
disagreements with family members, roommates, or friends. Focus on understanding their needs
and creating solutions that benefit everyone involved.

Q8: How does the third alternative relate to other Covey principles?

A8: The third alternative is strongly linked to Covey's other habits, particularly Habit 4 (Think Win-



The 3rd Alternative By Stephen R Covey

The 3rd Alternative By Stephen R Covey
7

Win) and Habit 6 (Synergize). It is a practical application of these principles, providing a concrete
method for achieving win-win outcomes and synergistic collaboration.

Beyond "Win-Lose" and "Lose-Win": Exploring Stephen R.
Covey's Third Alternative
Stephen R. Covey's "The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People" is a milestone work in the domain of
self-improvement and interpersonal effectiveness. While many understand the first six habits, it's
the seventh – "Sharpen the Saw" – that often houses the most profound concept: the third
alternative. This isn't just about compromise; it's about creating a solution that transcends the
limitations of a simple "win-lose" or "lose-win" scenario. It's about seeking synergistic consequences
that advantage all parties participating.

The conventional approach to conflict reconciliation often entails a contest for dominance. One
person "wins" at the expense of the other. This "win-lose" mentality ignites resentment and hinders
long-term relationships. Conversely, "lose-win" signifies a readiness to forgo one's own
requirements for the sake of harmony. While seemingly calm, this approach can foster resentment
and weaken self-respect.

Covey argues that both of these approaches are incomplete. They symbolize a restricted outlook.
The third alternative defies this restriction by advocating us to search beyond the visible choices. It
prompts us to ideate creative solutions that satisfy the desires of everyone involved.

This demands a transition in mindset. It means moving beyond fixed bargaining and adopting a
collaborative process. This entails a willingness to listen actively to understand the other person's
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perspective, discover shared objectives, and collaborate together to find a mutually beneficial
solution.

Consider a conflict between two divisions in a company, each vying for a limited budget. The "win-
lose" approach might see one department acquire the entire budget at the expense of the other.
The "lose-win" approach might see both departments compromise to the point of inadequacy. The
third alternative, however, might involve investigating the root causes of the budget deficit,
identifying innovative ways to increase revenue or reduce expenditures, or even redefining the
budget allocation method altogether.

The application of the third alternative requires a commitment to several key components:
empathy, creative problem-solving, and synergistic communication. Empathy requires truly
grasping the other person's outlook, requirements, and worries. Creative problem-solving involves
conceiving multiple solutions, judging their feasibility, and choosing the best choice that
advantages all participants. Synergistic communication requires open, honest, and courteous
dialogue, where all participants feel relaxed communicating their ideas and concerns.

The third alternative isn't a quick remedy; it's an ongoing method that requires practice and
tolerance. But the advantages are considerable: stronger relationships, more innovative solutions,
and a greater sense of fulfillment. It's about creating a win-win-win, where everyone walks away
feeling valued, heard, and successful.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. Is the third alternative always possible? Not every situation allows for a perfect third
alternative, but the principle encourages striving for mutually beneficial outcomes, even if a



The 3rd Alternative By Stephen R Covey

The 3rd Alternative By Stephen R Covey
9

completely satisfactory solution isn't immediately apparent.

2. How can I develop the skills needed to find a third alternative? Practice active listening,
empathy, and creative problem-solving. Consider taking courses or workshops on conflict resolution
and negotiation.

3. What if one party is unwilling to cooperate in finding a third alternative? This is a
challenge, but the focus should remain on your own actions. Continue to demonstrate empathy and
offer creative solutions. Sometimes, simply illustrating the benefits of collaboration can encourage
engagement.

4. Does the third alternative always lead to perfect equality? No. The goal is not necessarily
perfect equality, but a solution where everyone's needs are considered and addressed to a
reasonable degree, leading to a better overall outcome than either a win-lose or lose-win scenario.
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