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Saying No 
 

Why do you need to say no? 
The first thing to get straight is why you need to say no. People who always say yes to 

everything, at worst, end up with far too much to do, and at best, are not in control of what 

they are doing – other people are calling the shots.  

So, if you say yes, when you want to say no, you may be overworked or overwhelmed;  you 

may be doing things you don’t like doing or aren’t good at doing; and you may find you 

aren’t able to do the things you like doing and are good at doing.  

So, saying no occasionally, will put you more in control of your life.  

Why is it so difficult to say no? 

Childhood lessons 
Often this goes right back to childhood – children are taught not to answer back and not to 

say ‘no’ when asked to do something – these lessons persist but are they appropriate for 

adults?  

Guilt 
Maybe you feel guilty if you say no. Rationally that doesn’t make sense. You can only be 

guilty if you do something wrong and saying no isn’t wrong.  

Fear 
We are social animals and we fear retaliation if we say no. Thoughts that go through your 

mind are ‘I won’t get promotion’ or ‘I’ll not get this opportunity again’ or ‘she won’t like me’  

Lack of practice 
We’ve got so good at saying yes, we’ve forgotten how to say no elegantly and efficiently 

and in a kindly manner 

Lack of self-value 
It’s easy to fall into the trap of wanting to please people all the time. The problem with that 

is that you don’t look after yourself and value what you want and need. There’s no joy or 

virtue in being a doormat.  

You overestimate what you can do 
Someone asks you to do something to be ready in 2 weeks’ time, and that looks fine but if 

you get 5 things you have to do in 2 weeks’ time, suddenly there isn’t really time, and 

anyway, you are not under an obligation to completely fill all your spare time!  
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Tips on How to Say No 
 

1. Be Quick  
If you know the answer is going to be no – do it quickly, don’t put off responding, the more 

you delay the answer, the harder it can get.  

2. Buy Time 
On the flip side, if you aren’t sure and you need time to think – say you need time to think 

but give them an end time – ‘I’ll get back to you tomorrow when I’ve checked my diary/ 

with my colleagues/ my other commitments… ‘ Another way to get time, is to ask someone 

to email you their request so you have it in writing, and then you can check what you need 

to.  

3. Be Direct 
Be direct and honest ‘I’m sorry, I can’t do that/ I won’t be able to do that’ 

4. Turn it into a Compliment 
Turn it into a compliment ‘Thank you so much for thinking of me/ I appreciate the 

opportunity but I’m going to have to say no’  

5. Don’t give an excuse 
Don’t give an excuse – it could backfire. For example, if you say you can’t do something 

because you’ve got a big event to organise, they might ask if you can do it afterwards. If you 

say you’re busy that day, they might re-arrange it. You don’t owe them an excuse.  

6. Say yes to something else  
You might be able to say yes to something else, for example ‘I can’t help you prepare for 

your job interview, but I’ll send you a link to a couple of really useful articles that might 

help’  

7. Don’t apologize 
Don’t apologize, apologies are for when you’ve done something wrong.  You are not doing 

anything wrong by saying no, you don’t need to explain why (though you may opt to). 

8. Practise 
Practise. If you find yourself saying yes when you want to say no it may take some time to 

master the skill but it’s like all things, the more you practise, the better you’ll get at it.  
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