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To the haggler go the spoils 

By Lorraine Mallinder 

 

For all would-be hagglers out there, here's one to mull over. Man walks into a funeral parlour, selects 

one of the packages on offer, furrows his brow and starts asking questions. Within the hour, he has 

bargained the undertaker down to half the asking price by the simple act of discarding pricey little 

extras like the velvet lining in the coffin and the floral arrangements. The stunned undertaker has never 

seen the like. Finally, he asks: "Can you pay cash?" 

 

Morbid? Perhaps. Haggling, or bargaining as it is called in more genteel circles, generally isn't a matter 

of life and death. But, given the psychological pain that most of us experience when preparing to buy  

big-ticket items, one could presume otherwise. First, there is the difficulty of deciding on a price that 

won't result in you being laughed out the door. Then, the torment of preparing credible lines for 

imagined haggling scenarios. Not forgetting the ultimate humiliation of coming across as a total 

tightwad. 

 

Admittedly, the pain described here is a little extreme. But, it's only a slight exaggeration of the 

thoughts that go through the average consumer's mind before a major purchase. "In general, Canadians 

are not adept at it. It's just not part of their psyche. They consider it embarrasing," says Bruce Cran, the 

president of the Consumers' Association of Canada. "We see a reluctance to haggle, even with white 

goods. Canadians prefer to wander around until they see a price they like." 

 

So, what's at the root of all this anguish? Quite simply, consumers, not just in Canada, but across the 

western world, have grown used to shopping in a world of fixed prices. This is no bad thing - let's face 

it, shopping would be an awfully cumbersome process if we still felt compelled to face down retailers 

on everything from stock cubes to shoes. But, there's also the relief factor , the knowledge that, even if 

you have paid more than you'd like, at least you've paid the same as everybody else. Think of it as 

'Paying over the odds with the Joneses'. 

 

Whatever the reason for this apparent reserve, these uncertain economic times have actually given 

hagglers more purchase. Even markets that are traditionally no-haggle zones, such as credit card 

companies and cellphone operators, are now showing more flexibility. "'If you're a profitable customer, 

they want to retain you. People should think about situations where they might not have been able to 

haggle before, where it is now possible," says Charles Weinberg, a marketing professor at the 

University of British Columbia's Sauder School of Business. 

 

Rick Doble, co-author of Cheaper: Insiders' Tips for Saving on Everything, published last month 

(March), is a self-proclaimed king of haggling. It was on a trip around Quebec's Gaspé Peninsula, 

"before the road was paved", that he found his calling. "My dad haggled at every single hotel and got a 

discount. It was amazing," he remembers. In his view, anyone who pays the list price for a hotel is 

being taken sold down the river. 

 

Most items are fair game to Doble, even in major retail outlets where prices appear to be written in 

stone. Whether negotiating in a store, a hotel or a car dealership, there's no need to be coy. As he puts 

it: "Retailers haggle all the time with their suppliers. They definitely understand the haggling process." 

Neither is there any need to adopt a bullish persona for the deed. Simple questions put to someone in 

authority, such as "Would you take less for that?" or "Is that the best you can do?" will suffice. Dissing 



the product in an attempt to knock down the price is a definite no no. 

 

Haggling certainly adds a sporting element to the shopping experience, but this comes with a price tag 

of its own, that of investing the time to inform oneself. This applies, in particular, to complex purchases 

like cars. Vladimir Cekota, of the Automobile Protection Association, advises consumers to work out 

what the dealer paid for the item, to examine the incentives, additional charges and optional extras to 

secure the best price. 

 

Let there be no illusions. Haggling is hard work. Even in these times of opportunity, discounts are often 

not what they seem. The consumer needs to get wise to the tricks of the trade, understand more about 

the margins to see purported discounts for what they are. "Just because great deals are available, doesn't 

mean you are going to get the deal. The dealer is going to quickly work out what you know and 

squeeze you until there's no more resistance," says Cekota. 

 

The man at the funeral parlour did exist. A few weeks after his haggling triumph, he was wheeled into 

the furnace in his velvet-free coffin without the flowers. By his reasoning, saving money at the funeral 

parlour meant more money for the wake. And, when it came to procuring the finest Single Malt Scotch 

for the event, well ... he wanted no expense spared. Some things in life are non-negotiable. 
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