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Executive Challenge #8:

299

“I feel guilty saying ‘no.

What are the biggest challenges facing successful business people today? In my work as a certified
executive coach for C-Suite Executives, Directors, Managers, and Entrepreneurs, there are many
recurring themes that seem to surface. One at a time, I'll be sharing with you 12 of those top challenges
along with hints, tips, and steps you can take to avoid or eliminate altogether these key issues that might
be holding you back from achieving the kind of success you are aiming for.

Executive Challenge #8: I feel guilty saying ‘no.””’

As a busy exec, you're constantly pulled in many directions. Headquarters wants your profit
projections for next quarter a week in advance of when you planned, there’s a line of direct
reports at your office door waiting to meet with you, your inbox is filled with 200+ unanswered
emails, and a not-for-profit organization wants you to give the keynote speech at an upcoming
charity dinner. In the meantime, your son needs help with his math homework, your spouse
complains because you haven’t been home for dinner in a week, and your ailing parents’
financial situation needs your attention. Something has to give, right? But the question is: What?

For senior executives, learning how and when to say “no” — unapologetically and without guilt —
is fundamental to leadership success.

Overextending yourself causes physical and emotional stress, can damage relationships, and can
leave very little time to take care of yourself. This can cause your health to worsen, increase your
blood pressure, and make you ill before you know it. It’s a vicious circle if you don’t stop it.

For some of us, saying “no” can be hard because of cultural norms or because we were raised to
be helpful to others at all costs. Others have a misguided notion that they can indeed “do it all.”

Whatever the reason, you must be in charge of when you say “yes” and when you say “no” in
order to take control of your life. Learning to say “no” in a calm, comfortable, and collected way
1s critical to success as you move up the corporate ladder. In fact, it can be one of the best things
you do for yourself — and for those you love. It will reduce stress and give you back time for
what — and who — is most important.

If saying ‘no’ is something you’d like to do better, here are some steps to follow:

Step 1: Accept that you do need to learn to say ‘“no” better. Take an assessment of all of the
activities you’d like to cross off your list. What problems do you encounter because you’ve said
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“yes” to these activities? How would your life be better, less busy, and more peaceful if you
could learn to say “no” effectively? Make a full list of all of the benefits of saying “no.”

Step 2: Recognize opportunities to say ‘“no.” A keen awareness of a problem is the key to
changing it. For a week, take note of all of the opportunities when you could have said “no” but
chose to say “yes.” What drove those decisions? Note the times when you felt glad to say “yes”
and those when you didn’t. This will help you sort out what is most important to you.

Step 3: Practice saying ‘“no” to smaller requests first. A sympathetic but firm “I’m sorry; I
can’t do this right now” works well. If you’re asked why, simply reply that it doesn’t fit into your
schedule. Then, change the subject. Most reasonable people will accept this as an adequate
answer.
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Step 4: Take note of what it’s like to say ‘“no” to the little things. After each positive
experience of saying “no,” sit back and assess it. What did you experience? Relief? Self-
confidence? Pride in your ability to push back? Recognize and reward yourself for this. It will
soon become commonplace for you.

Step 5: Make “no” a regular habit. After regular practice, you’ll find yourself able to say “no”
to increasingly bigger requests. You’ll be able to discern quickly when you want to avoid
something and when you’re happy to say “yes.” Check back with the “benefits” list you made in
Step 1 to remind yourself of the impact this skill will have on the overall quality of your life.

You may never be completely rid of the guilt feelings or discomfort that come when you have to
say “no” to someone. But doing so will eventually have less of an impact on you. Remember:
You’re not a bad person — and certainly not a bad leader — just because you don’t say “yes” to
everything that is asked of you. You will actually do less good for others in your life if you
haven’t done what’s right for you first. And that’s just one more benefit of successfully
mastering the art of saying “no.”

Brenda S. Bence is an internationally-recognized branding expert,
Certified Executive Coach, dynamic trainer and Certified Speaking
Professional, and the author of several award-winning books, including the
How YOU™ Are Like Shampoo personal branding series and Smarter
Branding Without Breaking the Bank.

With an MBA from Harvard Business School, Brenda’s career has spanned
more than two decades and has included developing mega brands for
Procter & Gamble and Bristol-Myers Squibb across four continents and 50
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countries.

Now, as President of Brand Development Associates (BDA) International, she travels the world
speaking, training, and coaching individuals and companies to greater success through creative,
yet practical, corporate and personal brand development. Brenda’s client list includes companies

such as Citibank, Microsoft, Deutsche Bank, Credit Suisse, Deloitte, Hershey’s, KFC, Kraft,
Johnson & Johnson, Mattel, and Sheraton Hotels.

For permission to reprint this article in part or in full,
please email Articles @ BrendaBence.com.
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