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Here’s a bold statement: no might be the most important word in the English language. Whether and how we say no determines the very quality of our lives. 

When Linda asked if I’d give this talk, I hesitated. I’m a positive person. I like to say yes. Then I got it. We have to learn to say no gracefully, comfortably, effectively, if we want to say yes to what really matters to us.

So I’m going to talk about saying no – why, what, when, how.

Have you noticed a change in the way we greet each other? People used to say, “Hey, how are you?” And the usual reply was “Fine, and yourself?” Now, the most common response to “Hey, how are you?” is (pause)“Busy!”

Now I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with being busy. If you’re busy:

· Doing what you love

· What you want to do

· What makes you feel you’re living on purpose

· Busy being the person you want to be or were meant to be

· And enjoying yourself

Busy’s only bad if it means you’re:

· Overwhelmed

· Crabby

· Unable to get to what you really care about

· What you dream of doing

· Or what you need to do for your family or

· Your business

Busy is not good if it keeps you from saying YES to your deepest and best self.

No is a simple word. It’s also powerful. That’s why it’s hard. When you say it, you’re afraid you’ll hurt someone, disappoint them, put them in a tight spot. And that’s good. You’re generous spirited.
The only trouble is, every time you say yes to something you really don’t have time for or interest in, the person you hurt, disappoint, or put in a tight spot is yourself. 

There is always a trade off when you say yes. You say yes to one thing and you’ve automatically said no to something else. For instance, I agreed to give a talk for my business the day got back from a family vacation. In doing that I said no to a totally relaxed vacation. Yesterday I said yes to a big, delicious piece of cheesecake. In that moment I said no to my earlier commitment to keep my calories down.
So what’s the big deal about no? WHY is it so important? Here it is: We must say no to say yes.  Because it supports our yes. It PROTECTS our yes.

Consider the example of Emily Wilson, the longtime housekeeper for the family of the celebrated economist John Kenneth Galbraith. One day President Lyndon Johnson called, looking for the professor:


“Is Galbraith there?” he asked


“He’s taking a nap and has left strict orders not to be disturbed,” said Emily.


“Well, I’m the president. Wake him up!”


“I’m sorry, Mr. President, but I work for Mr. Galbraith, not for you.” And she hung up.


When Galbraith called back after his nap, Johnson told him, “Who is that woman? I want her working for me.”

So what was her yes? And how firmly did she embrace it to say no to the president?

Identify Your Yes

So what’s your yes? Take a moment to identify your yeses. 
I want you to actually do this now. Think about what matters most to you in your life. Think about your needs, your values, your goals and dreams. Peel the onion. Reach down to your core. What is your deeper purpose? What is true and right for you? What is the message from your heart and soul? The deeper you go into your Yes, the stronger your No will be.

Write down 3 things. They might be very specific or global and general. Here are some examples: 

· my family

· making enough money to pay the bills

· making lots of money 

· being healthy

· helping people through my business

· making the world a better place

· loving fully and well

These are your yeses. There may be more. It’s in the service of these yeses that you need to get comfortable with saying no.

Who

I want to start in what may seem a funny place: Saying no to yourself. Sometimes you have to say NO to one of your yeses. I’ve identified my yeses before, but in preparation for this talk, I did it again. And I had a real aha moment. My 3 things were:

1. Maintaining connected, loving relationships with my family & friends

2. Living life grounded in spiritual principles, deep reflection

3. Contributing, giving back, being of service. This includes my coaching business, my writing.

I realized sometimes my yeses fight with each other for time and attention. 

On a regular basis, I have to say no to one in order to keep the others in balance. For me, because I have almost a workaholic work ethic, I tend to prioritize work over the other two. And I get very out of balance. 

I am reminded of something Coach Cheryl Richardson said, To get what you really, really want, you may have to give up what you really want.      




Another place to say no to yourself:

· Doing everything yourself

· Many of us try to do everything ourselves, either because we don’t delegate well, we don’t think others can do the job well, we don’t want to impose, or we think help is too expensive.

· In my current business I realized the part that bogged me down was the bookkeeping. I dreaded it and did it badly. The time spent avoiding it was miserable time and took away from doing what I’m good at. I put off getting a bookkeeper because I didn’t want anyone in my home all the time and thought it would be expensive. When I looked into it, I found I could have a wonderful remote bookkeeper who uses QuickBooks online. I never see her and I never do anything with the books.

· Say no to emotional upset. Drama. In my experience, emotional upset is the biggest time thief and energy drain there is. I’m talking about every day emotional upset where someone did something or said something and we carry it around for a long time and hold onto it and lose sleep over it. I talked to a woman last week who can’t get someone in her company to wear a hairnet. She does not have the power to fire her. But she’s so upset about this she recently ended up in the emergency room with skyrocketing blood pressure and blames it on the hairnet resister.

· We all have habitual ways of managing our emotions. And we feel we have no choice. The good news is we do have a choice. Some of the resources on the handout provide more ideas. Here are a couple of things that really help.

· Listen to your Emotions – listen as you would to a good friend. Then name them: fear, anger, guilt.  When you name them, you take control of them rather than let them take control of you. Don’t ACT them out…HEAR them out and name them.. 

· There is a book called The HeartMath Solution, that has lots of suggestions. Here’s a little breathing tool that keeps you calmer and your heart in a healthy rhythm: I want you to do it now, even if it feels corny

· Focus on your heart as you breathe in.

· Concentrate on a positive feeling or something you really appreciate as you breathe out.

· Lock in on this feeling as you continue to breathe it in and out through your heart.

With practice you can learn to listen to your feeling and name it almost instantly…then breathe yourself away from stress and emotional upset.

· This is important because, if you’re in touch with your feelings but not reacting to them AND you know what your yes is, that can give you the guts to say NO to others, the next thing I want to talk about

Saying No to Others

We worry about how others will react to our no. And they may resist your no in all kinds of way. Pretend they never heart it, wheedle, beg, plead, sulk. They may lash back, threaten or blackmail you. A client may say, “Do you want our business or not? Because your competitors will.” Your spouse may retort, “You can’t be serious – after all I do for you, you won’t do this one little thing for me?” We can’t control their response, and actually waste time trying to. After the sting, they usually get over it and move on. Think of times you’ve received a no. It’s not the end of the world. Still It’s helpful to understand the emotions a person goes thru when hearing bad news, the stages of acceptance. They’re the same steps people go through in grieving: avoidance, denial, anxiety, anger, bargaining, sadness, and acceptance. I’ll never forget how my dad went through all these steps when I told him he really needed to stop driving. This is a difficult NO. Years before, he had asked me to tell him if I thought it was time. So the time came and I told him. And he pretended he didn’t hear, then went through all the other stages in about a 24 hour period. By the next day he said, Thanks – that was really hard, but I think you’re right. I’m a danger on the road anymore.

The reason saying no is hard is this: it creates a tension between exercising your power and tending to your relationship. The three most common problems with saying no:

1. Accommodate: we say yes when we want to say no. 

2. Attack: we say no poorly

a. Ambrose Bierce said,“Speak when you are angry, and you will make the best speech you will ever regret.” 

3. Avoid: we say nothing at all

4. A better solution I suggest is what William Ury calls A Positive no.

a. A positive no is surrounded by Yeses….

b. You share your Yes! Assert your no. Say yes to the relationship? 

c. A Positive no thus balances power and relationship in the service of your interests.

A. So here’s an example: Last week someone asked me to participate on a project I could get excited about. Here’s what I said, “You know I’m writing a book. I’m committed to getting it published by the end of the year, so I’m not taking on anything new until I have it in my hand. I so like working with you, though, I hope you’ll keep me in mind after the first of the year.”

WHEN

In the course of any day there are so many opportunities to say no in both our professional and personal lives. Here are a few:

1. no to poor work product delivered to us, 

2. no to someone who is late in paying us

3. to racist/sexist comments, 

4. no to invitations

5. no to requests for donations

6. no to someone trying to sell us something, 

7. no to aggressive feeders, 

8. We often need to say, “Enough” to kids roughhousing, 

9. or to vendors missing delivery dates

10. We need to draw boundaries around ourselves with high maintenance people, and 

11. sometimes we need to say no to experts like beauticians or doctors.
Many years ago, my husband Hal was in Stanford University Medical Center. They said he needed surgery. Hal signed the papers to proceed. We had tried to get them to contact the Mayo Clinic, where the same problem had been treated before. They didn’t do it. I asked the Doctor what to expect if everything went well. He kept describing what could go wrong. He didn’t seem able to describe a successful scenario. Hal sat right up and said, “The surgery’s off. We’re going back to Mayo Clinic.” He left against medical advice and we went straight to the Mayo Clinic, where they determined surgery was not indicated. I can’t help thinking that might have been a no that saved his life.
HOW 
Regardless of WHAT you say, people hear what’s underneath. What I’ll call your WAY OF BEING. There’s a difference between a heart of peace and a heart of war. You can feel it. A heart of peace comes from genuinely respecting the other.

Here’s a simple example: Ever receive a false compliment? The words are right but they clash with something deeper you’re feeling from the person. And instead of feeling good about the compliment, you feel, maybe a little uncomfortable, a little itchy? 

It’s that underneath part we have to check on in ourselves when delivering our no – questioning our own virtue. Making sure our no is clean, not a blaming, judging no. Just no as in, No is a complete sentence. 

You’re standing on your own feet, not stepping on their toes. Giving respect serves our interests. They are more likely to respect us and our interests if we respect them and theirs. 

Special police training for dealing with Hostage takers emphasizes this. The police want to say no to harming the hostage. And to do that, they need to be genuinely respectful, compassionate, wanting to hear and understand what is going on with someone so desperate. What they’ve found is that when a negotiator is very patient and respectful, a hostage situation is almost always resolved peacefully. 

The more powerful the no you intend to deliver, the more respect you need to show. Respect is the key that opens the door to the other’s mind and heart. 

Tips on Saying No Well

1. Pause before answering. Breathe. It gives you a little time to think.

2. Ask yourself - if it aligns with your yeses.  If it doesn’t, see this as a perfect opportunity for a good “no”
a. Know your commitments. Keep a running list of all your current projects/assignments and an action list of things you need to do in the next week or so. This helps evaluate if something someone is asking is important enough to add to the list – or to displace something already on it.

b. Be polite, but firm. One mistake a lot of people make is being too nice, or too wishy-washy. They sound like they’re wavering, or that there might be hope if the other keeps wearing you down. One thing that seems to help is to lead with the word, No.  This helps keep the message clear. And it’s good not to go on and on with explanations…maybe, “No, I just can’t right now” works just fine.

3. Don’t make up excuses – lie. If you say you can’t come because you’ll be in New York and then someone sees you at the Giant Eagle, you’re caught and your trustworthiness just went down.

4. Have a Policy (it shows you’ve thought about it). Here are some examples:
a. I have a policy about not hiring family members

b. I’ve made it a policy not to accept phone solicitations.

c. I’ve made it a policy not to loan money to friends.

d. I have plans or another commitment. Don’t elaborate – it could be a bubblebath or a plan to sit and read.

5. I’d love to, but” 

a. If the project sounds genuinely interesting, you might say, “That sounds like a great project, and I wish I could be a part of it.” 

b. I’d love to but I prefer to decline rather than do a poor job

6. Use Humor – some examples:
a. My plate is so full right now, stuff is already falling off.

b. No, I can’t possibly do that right now – I hardly have time to go to the bathroom.

Now let’s practice. Think of a situation in which you need to say no. Think of a short sentence to say it respectfully, compassionately. Do the heart coherence exercise. Now close your eyes and say it out loud. 

Conclusion
We started by talking about how busy people are these days….Learning to say no can save you more time than even the most sophisticated technology. 

Instead of making you more selfish, learning to say no and doing so without guilt, is one of the best ways to become less selfish. When you make decisions not from guilt but from your heart, you’ll be in harmony with yourself. There will be much less chance of emotional drama. You’ll also be far more 

1. available

2. compassionate

3. energetic and 

4. generous to the people, organizations and causes that are dear to you. 

5. In all ways more successful

Maybe you’re already good at saying no, but if this is something you could improve, it’s worth the effort. 

I want to close with a quote from Tony Blair, long-term British prime minister that sums it up: “The art of leadership is not saying Yes, it’s saying NO”     
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