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The Graceful No

“No” is arguably the most powerful word in the dictionary. So why is it that we 
can’t seem to utter it when we need it most?

I suspect it has to do with guilt. Women are people pleasers by nature. So we say yes 
every time we’re asked to bake cupcakes or go on a field trip or teach Sunday school at 
the last minute. We also say yes when someone asks us to give away our products and 
services for free. 

You know the routine. You reluctantly agree to coordinate the talent show at the 
elementary school. And because you are an amazing woman, you put on the most 
organized and entertaining show ever. Then what happens? You are nominated to do it 
again the following year. And the year after that. And the year after that. This would not 
be a problem if you actually enjoyed it. But over time, your enthusiasm for the project 
diminishes and you’re left feeling obligated and resentful.

We bring this kind of torture on ourselves, you know. Nobody can force us to say yes 
in the first place. By saying yes and doing a great job, we establish a reputation as 
dependable and hard working. And this has the unwelcome side effect of attracting 
more “opportunities” to shine in the same way. 

When we take on too many things, we don’t leave any space for ourselves. We don’t 
have any time to fulfill our life purpose. We don’t leave room to grow, to breathe and 
simply… to be. Imagine how it would feel to eliminate that one thing that is zapping all 
your personal energy right now! To freely and completely do what God is calling you to 
do without getting distracted by everyone else’s requests and expectations. 

So, in the spirit of creating space in your life for growth and happiness, I hereby 
give you permission to say no to anything that no longer serves you and your family. 
Anything that is not truly in alignment with your values and goals. And the best part is 
that I’m going to give you some language to make it even easier the next time you need 
to say “No!”

Seven Secrets to a Guilt-free “No”

1. Be Proactive: Most of the time, you know you need to say “no” to something or 
someone even before you are asked. Plan ahead by scripting out your response.  
Or – even better – prevent the request in the first place with a proactive statement 
such as: “I’m really looking forward to the children’s Christmas pageant! I’m not 
going to be able to lead the decorating committee this year but please feel free to 
have the new committee chair call me if she has any questions.”

2. Make a decision and respond quickly. Most of the time, you know right away when 
you are unable (or have no desire) to attend an event. If you wait to respond, the 
decision becomes a drain on your mental energy – and it usually doesn’t change your 
response.
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3. Do not feel pressure to explain. A simple, graceful “no, thank you” is all that is 
required. The more “reasons” you share, the more they begin to sound like excuses.

4. Maybe means no. Be very clear. If  you know for certain that you don’t plan  to 
accept an invitation or request, be very clear in your language when you decline. 
Don’t leave it open by saying, “We’ll try to stop by” or “Can we play it by ear?” This 
only creates false expectations and more negative energy for you to carry around.

5. Don’t worry about what everyone else will think. With clarity and purpose, you can 
gracefully decline any invitation. But you need to let go of the reaction of others. 
You can’t waste valuable energy worrying about what they think of your decision. If 
you’ve made the choice based on your personal and family priorities, take heart in 
knowing that you are honoring those values.  And don’t try to talk the other person 
into understanding, agreeing with or giving you approval for you decision.

6. Don’t look back. Once you make a decision, be confident in your choice. Don’t 
change your mind when the guilt creeps in or the gossip starts to spread. Even if you 
are disappointed that you are skipping “the party of the century” in exchange for 
a Boy Scout event, let go of the belief that you are missing out on something. Have 
faith that there will always be another invitation.

7. Practice Makes Perfect! Saying “no” can be uncomfortable and unpopular. But 
nobody ever said that doing the right thing was easy! The more you practice the art 
of the graceful no, the easier it will become. Remember… You can say no with grace 
when you keep in mind that by eliminating something in your life, you are creating 
space to do the things God is calling you to do. 

Bonus Tip: Saying Yes!

Sometimes in saying no, you actually have an opportunity to say yes. For example, when 
the music director at church asks if you can lead the children’s choir – again – you can 
take the opportunity to turn your “no” into a helpful “yes” by saying: “I’d love to see the 
children’s choir program continue this year! I’m not going to be able to lead the group, 
but I’ll tell you what I can do: I’ll call a few people I think would be great at the job and 
introduce them to you!”

Scripts and Starters to Help You Say No with Clarity, Confidence and Kindness

Use these suggested responses and alter them to fit your situation and your authentic 
voice. The key is not in exactly WHAT you say, it’s in the way you say it -- with clarity, 
confidence and kindness. And it’s in the act of preparing your response long before 
you need it so you are not reacting on the spot (that’s when your emotions take over 
and you end up agreeing to something you don’t want to do, or offending someone 
you didn’t intend to hurt!). You are more likely to deliver your response with clarity, 
confidence and kindness if you think about it ahead of time and script it out in your 
journal. 
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When You are asked to Volunteer Your Time… 

“Thanks for asking me to (insert project here). I’m honored that you would think of me 
for this important job. But I’m working hard at really spending my time on the things 
that are of the highest priority in my life right now. I’ve realized that I am much more 
productive and effective when I concentrate on just a few really meaningful activities 
and let other people step up to the plate for certain things. I’m really proud of myself 
for setting these boundaries and respecting my own limits because I’ve noticed it makes 
a huge difference in my happiness and the energy I have left for my family. Thanks for 
understanding.”

When You are asked to Share Your Talent (Pro-Bono Work)…

“Thanks for asking me to (insert project here). I’m honored that you would think of me 
for this important job. But I made a promise to myself that I would accomplish certain 
things in my business this year and I really intend to honor that commitment. I have a 
tendency to take on too many worthwhile causes and get distracted from my real work 
because I feel so passionately about helping people. But I’ve realized that I need to stay 
focused on my goals and that means setting limits on how much time I spend working 
on projects like this. Thanks for understanding.”

You can use this opportunity to refer another colleague if it’s appropriate and/or let the 
person know when you will be available again to help. 

When You are asked to contribute cash (or Buy Something to Support a 
cause)…

“What a wonderful cause! I wish I could support it but I’ve put a lot of thought into my 
charitable giving this year and decided to support other causes that I have a personal 
connection to. I can see that you are passionate about this and I applaud you for your 
work. I wish you luck in your fundraising efforts!”

When You are Invited to a Social event …

“Thank you so much for the invitation but I already have a commitment that day.” 

If the following statement is TRUE, then you can add “I’d love to get together at 
another time.”

This is ALL you need to say. You don’t need to explain the commitment. And even if you 
have NOTHING on your calendar, you still have a commitment to preserving free time 
in your day, so this is your way of honoring that time. Resist the urge to explain, offer 
details and seek approval! 
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When Your child is Invited to an event (The Dreaded Birthday Party 
Dilemma)…

“Thank you so much for the invitation but (your child) already has a commitment that 
day.” 

This situation should be handled the same as the above situation. The only reason I’m 
highlighting it is so that you understand that just because it’s an invitation for your 
child does not automatically make it a mandatory acceptance for you! I have taught my 
children to use their own judgment and make their own choices when they are invited 
to a party. They don’t accept every invitation and they don’t feel the need to explain (or 
worse – lie about) the reason.

When You are Being Drawn into a Toxic relationship (with Someone who is 
Negative, emotionally Draining or abusive)…

“My mother said I am not allowed to play with you.” ** I wish it were that simple! Let’s 
try again…

“I know that you are going through a diffcult time right now  or substitute something
here to describe the situation), and I want to be here for you as a friend. But I’m in a 
place in my life right now where I need a little bit of space to breathe. I am consciously 
creating a more positive and nurturing environment for myself and my family and when 
we get together I feel like I am being pulled into some very negative energy. I don’t 
want to abandon or hurt you and I’d like to be able to support you, but at this point 
I don’t think I’m the right person for the job. I am not going to be able to continue 
getting together and talking about  whatever the specific issue is). Please know that I 
wish you all the happiness and peace in the world and I will continue to pray for you.”

When You are Involved in conversations that Include criticism, Gossip, 
complaining or Blaming…

“I can tell you feel strongly about this person/situation and I can appreciate that. I also 
value our friendship and want to be supportive, but I have made a conscious decision 
NOT to engage in conversations filled with criticism, gossip, complaints and blame. 
I’m not perfect and I know this is a normal place we find ourselves – it’s just that I’m 
trying very hard to eliminate negativity and to focus my attention on more positive and 
productive areas of life. If there is anything I can do for you that does not include these 
negative behaviors, then please let me know. Otherwise, I’d appreciate it if we could 
refrain from discussing this person/situation as it seems like we are not able to move 
beyond this level.”

When You Want to Make a change from the Way Things have “always Been 
Done” (e.g., family holiday Gatherings)…

“I know we have always celebrated Christmas together in Ohio (substitute whatever 
makes sense for you here), and I have many fond memories of that family tradition. I 
have come to a decision (or my family has decided) that I need to make a change in 
plans this year. We have decided to celebrate Christmas as a family here in Virginia 
on our own this year (or whatever applies to your situation). We want this precious 
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time together as a family to appreciate the joy of the season without the challenges 
of travel or entertaining.  I know you may be disappointed, and I do not want to hurt 
you, but this decision is best for me and my family and I hope that you will honor our 
choice. I am sharing this with you now (ahead of time) so that there are no assumptions 
or misunderstandings. Thank you for respecting our decision and recognizing that I 
have my family’s best interests at heart. I look forward to another time of year when 
we can hold a large family gathering in which we can all relax and enjoy each other’s 
company.” 

Permission to lift the Burden on returning Phone calls and emails…

I’m offcially giving you permission to NOT answer phone calls and emails immediately
– and, in fact, to NOT answer certain calls and emails at all. I know that sounds rude 
as if you are ignoring a direct question, but the truth is that most of us are bombarded 
with questions and conversations via phone, email and text (not to mention social 
media) that we can’t possibly keep up with. And we put too much pressure on ourselves 
to continue the conversation (which actually enables the other person to continue.)

Tip 1: Turn off your ringer and any alerts that you have set for incoming emails, 
Facebook messages, texts and even phone calls when you are working. If you are 
concerned about being accessible for the school or your husband or some other 
important message, then consider asking someone to “watch your phone” for an hour 
so you can get some uninterrupted time working.

Tip 2: If you have an assistant (even one of your kids can do this – my 9-year-old 
daughter is my ghost texter!), you can provide scripts for your assistant to respond to 
common questions, requests.  Your assistant can also answer more urgent calls and 
emails by saying that you are not available to respond until a specific date/time and 
ask if there is anything he/she can do to help.  A simple response might be: “Theresa’s 
involved with something right now and is not able to return your call/email until 
tomorrow. Is there something I can do to help?” 

Tip 3: Batch all non-urgent calls/emails for a specific time of day  or even limit them to 
once or twice a week). Set aside the time to respond to calls and emails during a one 
hour time slot and don’t let yourself get pulled into it before then. Sometimes you’ll find 
that a situation will get resolved beforehand and you won’t even need to respond.

Tip 4: Use a separate email for business and personal and you may even want a 
separate email for certain things within your business. For example, you may want a 
separate email for use on your website and you’ll know that these are usually general 
inquiries that are not urgent (and could be handled by an assistant). Then you may want 
a special email for clients/customers and colleagues that you work closely with and 
need to be in touch with every day. You will want to avoid giving your professional email 
address to the church, school, sports coaches, community groups, etc. so that you are 
not distracted by personal emails when working. 
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how to respond:

Ok – so now that you know you don’t HAVE TO respond to every single email, phone call 
or text, let’s talk about how to prevent the deluge of messages that come from specific 
people. You know who I’m talking about…the friend who sends you auto-forwards…the 
client that calls you every ten seconds…the relative that texts you about a family event 
that is six months away. 

The first step is to get clear on what you would like to use as your preferred method of 
communication based on the person, the topic and the timing. 

TeXT MeSSaGeS: So, for example, if you love chatting with your sister on the phone 
but she tends to distract you with random text messages all day, then you might want to 
say, “I love you and I enjoy our phone calls but it really interrupts my train of thought 
when we text back and forth all day. I love using the text message for something quick 
and urgent, but you and I need more time than that. Can we please set up a time to talk 
tonight so I can be fully present for our conversation?”

PhoNe callS: And for the client/customer/colleague that calls frequently….”I love 
that you are so invested in our work together and have so much to discuss with me. I 
find it more effcient to have a dedicated time and place for talking with you so that
I don’t miss anything. I’d like to suggest that we set aside  a specific time/day) to talk 
about this project each (day/week) so that we can eliminate all these calls and emails 
and really concentrate more fully during our time together, and produce better results 
for you.”

eMaIlS: As for the frequent email offender…try this approach: “Thanks for contacting 
me! I’m honored that you consider me one of your close contacts and that you want 
to stay in touch via email. I do enjoy hearing from you! But I want you to know that I 
receive way too much email and I can’t possibly keep up with all of it. Many days I file 
or delete emails without reading them in full because I simply don’t have the time. The 
problem is that I am concerned I’ll miss an important message from you because I will 
mistake it for one of your fun email forwards. If you could help me out by removing 
me from your list of people that you send group emails to, that would be great. Then 
I will be sure to catch the personal emails that come from you! Thanks so much for 
understanding!”


