Refusing requests


The key to refusing assertively is to believe that 
· other people have the right to ask
· you have the right to refuse or state the difficulties the request will cause for you.


When faced with a request at work, it can be difficult to say ‘No’. Any difficulties you may have often stem from the beliefs you hold. E.g.:

· Others will feel angry/hurt if I refuse.
· They won’t like me if I say ‘No’.
· It’s rude/selfish to refuse.
· I have no right to refuse.
· If I refuse, I won’t be able to make requests of others.
· Their needs are more important than mine.


These beliefs will lead you 
· to say ’Yes’ when you really wanted to say ‘No’
· to feel guilty about saying ‘No’
· to give excuses (instead of the real reason) for not agreeing to the request.
E.g. ‘I can’t take on the survey at the moment, I haven’t got time.’ When the real reason is you do not think the survey is of value. 


This is non-assertive behaviour. After having said ‘Yes’ when you really wanted to say ‘No’, you might find you have taken on more work than you can handle. You can also start to feel resentful that you, or others, are doing things you are far from happy about. You may take this resentment out on the person who made the request, whereas in fact you are angry with yourself for not saying ‘No’.


In contrast your beliefs may include:

· Others have no right to make such requests of you.
· Other people ought to sort themselves out.
· If I meet their requests people will soon get the idea I’m a soft touch.


These beliefs will result in responses like ‘Not likely.’ ‘You’ve got a nerve.’ or ‘Why ask me all the time?’ i.e. aggressive responses.



Refusing requests assertively 
Good practice


· Do keep the reply short (but not abrupt!)
‘I prefer not to.....thanks.’ ‘I’d rather not.’ ‘No, I don’t want to.’ ‘I’m not happy to...’

· Avoid long rambling justifications: 
‘I wouldn’t normally say no, only ....you know how it is, I hope you don’t mind.’ 
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· Do give the real reason for refusing 
To check whether you have given an excuse, ask yourself ‘If I could get around this problem, would I then be happy to say “Yes”? If you still would not be happy to agree to the request then you have an excuse not the real reason.

· Make sure you use the word ‘No’ early in your reply
‘I have to attend the team meeting on Tuesday, so No, I won’t have time to do the photocopying before lunch.’


· Take responsibility. Avoid ‘I can’t’ phrases 
They sound like excuses and also offer a challenge to the person who is making the request.

· Don’t apologise profusely
‘I’m terribly sorry. Do you mind very much if ............?’

· Do acknowledge the person making the request
‘Thank you, Anne, but I’m not ready to take my lunch break yet.’
‘I am interested in the meetings Pat, however.......’

· Do identify yourself with your decision - own it
‘I don’t want to change the procedures in this way.’ (assertive) rather than ‘Senior management wouldn’t agree to the change.’ (non-assertive - enabling you to hide behind rules, precedents and third parties.)

· Do ask for clarification or more information
‘What’s the latest you could receive it on Friday?’
‘What detail does the survey need to go into?’

· Do ask for more time
to make a decision if you genuinely need it, e.g. to check workloads. However, do not use this tactic to delay refusing the request.
‘I’d like time to think about that Hilary. How can I let you know?’

· Do be aware of your non-verbal communication
Especially with short replies you need to slow down, speak steadily and with warmth, otherwise replies like ‘No, I don’t want to.’ can sound very abrupt.
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