
Time-use surveys reveal that we have more leisure time than in decades past—but you’d hardly
know it from how busy everyone feels. A prime reason for our modern busyness is, of course, our
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A Policy of Saying ‘No’ Can Save You
Time and Guilt
Simple personal rules that guide your decisions encourage reflection, define priorities and avoid
regrets
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JUST SAY NO | Personal policies are an established set of simple rules that guide your decisions and actions.
On the surface, they offer a gentler way of saying no. PHOTO: GETTY IMAGES
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inability to just say no: no to the recurring, unproductive meeting, no to volunteering to be class
parent, no to the endless demands on our time. So how do you say no without looking or feeling
like a jerk? Enter “personal policies.”

Personal policies are an established set of simple rules that guide your decisions and actions. On
the surface, they offer a gentler way of saying no, as in: “I don’t take work calls on Saturdays
because that’s my time with family.” On a deeper level, they encourage reflection, help to define
priorities and aid decision-making, especially with in-the-moment requests. They can stop you
from defaulting to that regretful “yes.”

There may be an evolutionary reason for our saying yes even when we don’t want to. Rejection
hurts—but rejecting someone can cause feelings of anxiety and guilt, too. Some evolutionary
psychologists theorize that those negative emotions warn us that we’re doing something that may
not ultimately be in our best interest.

“Saying ‘no’ to someone goes against our basic need to forge and maintain connections, which
were once fundamental to survival,” says Kristin Sommer, a professor of psychology at Baruch
College at the City University of New York. “Personal policies work because they essentially
remove rejection from the equation.” You’re not saying “no” to the person but simply upholding
your policy.

In addition, says William Ury, co-founder of the Harvard Negotiation Project, “executing on
[policies] consistently can signal a sense of integrity, predictability and trustworthiness, which is
key to building any strong personal or professional relationship.”

Here’s a simple guide to getting started: Begin by defining a priority (like making it home for
family dinners), name the sources of stress that interfere (such as evening work meetings), design
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a personal policy around it and then let others know: “I don’t take meetings after 6 p.m.” When
the late literary critic Edmund Wilson was asked to do things that took him away from his writing,
he replied with a form letter. It started with “Edmund Wilson regrets that it is impossible for him
to:” and went on to list 21 items, including “read manuscripts,” “give interviews” and “contribute
to or take part in symposiums or ‘panels’ of any kind.”

After years of spreading herself too thin, Jessica Herrin, founder and chief executive officer of the
accessories company Stella & Dot, made this policy: She only does parenting tasks that involve
being face-to-face with her children. Instead of being the parent who collects money for the
teacher gift, she volunteers for the in-classroom projects. She also outsources grocery shopping,
preparing dinners and anything that doesn’t involve being “eyeball to eyeball” with her children.
Having that policy in place, she says, enables her to say “no” quickly and guilt-free.

Research shows that personal policies are also helpful in reaching personal goals, like losing
weight—but the wording is important. According to a series of experiments published in the
Journal of Consumer Research in 2012, telling yourself “I don’t skip the gym” versus “I can’t
skip the gym,” for example, can help motivation.

In one experiment, 30 women, ages 22 to 53, undertook a 10-day wellness challenge involving
goals like exercising more and eating more healthily. The women were divided into three groups:
One was asked to use the “I don’t” strategy, another the “I can’t” strategy, and a third (the control
group) was simply told to say no to temptation. Researchers sent out a daily email to remind the
women to use the strategies.

While only 10% of the “I can’t” group stuck with their goal, 80% of the “I don’t” group were still
using the strategy successfully 10 days later. Lead researcher Vanessa Patrick, professor of
marketing at the University of Houston, suggests that when a refusal and a policy involve
someone’s personal identity—”I’m someone who doesn’t skip the gym”—it can improve
self-control and encourage you to stick to a goal.

In another study, published in the International Journal of Research in Marketing, the same
researchers found that people who said “I don’t” in role-playing and scenario-based exercises
were more persuasive than those who said “I can’t.” So the next time an eager hostess tries to
break your diet by offering “just a little piece,” kindly tell her, “No thank you, I don’t eat cake,”
says Prof. Patrick. Saying “I don’t” connotes a higher degree of conviction and makes it harder
for someone to push back.

Because personal policies are so specific to an individual, says the writer (and avid personal
policy maker) Sarah Knight, “You’ll find that no one wants to argue with you—they’ll be afraid
of hurting your feelings instead.



—Ms. Wallace is a freelance writer in New York.

Copyright 2014 Dow Jones & Company, Inc. All Rights Reserved

This copy is for your personal, non-commercial use only. Distribution and use of this material are governed by our Subscriber Agreement and by copyright law.
For non-personal use or to order multiple copies, please contact Dow Jones Reprints at 1-800-843-0008 or visit www.djreprints.com.


