Why don’t people say NO when they should?
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Introduction

Almost everyone has the experience of being on a project where saying NO sooner would have saved a great deal of anguish.

How far do you go before you say NO? When is YES the wrong answer?

When YES was wrong

Exercise

For 10 minutes, in pairs, share a situation in which you wish you had said no sooner. Listen for circumstances, feelings, attitudes and consequences. Goal: a list of reasons why you felt that YES was wrong.

Why YES can be wrong

· Negative outcomes in mid- to long-term

· Compromised responsibilities

· Devaluing own responsibilities in the face of other people’s needs

· Project planning treated as negotiation

· Inappropriate compromises made during planning (false economy to compromise quality)

· Unchallenged consent

· The assumptions made about the scope of “yes” – how much have you agreed to?

· Assumptions made about the scope of “we” too!

Other reasons:

· Assumption of competence of the person saying YES

· Assumption of honesty and openness

· Assumption of completeness

· Doesn’t teach the customer to say NO

· “Punished by Rewards” (e.g. disincentivised by missing out on expected benefits)

· False consistency with past behaviour / attitudes

· Assumption that “just a little more effort” will deliver the hoped-for benefits (at what point do you stop throwing good money after bad?)

· Lack of objective evidence that it’s the wrong thing to do

· Status / position (“pissing match”)

· Not enough information

Why NO is difficult

Exercise

In pairs, discuss why saying NO was difficult / impossible in the situation described. Goal: a list of reasons why NO is hard – what circumstances made it difficult? What pressures were being applied?

Some Reasons:

· I need to be “the go-to guy”

· Cowboy/hero complex

· Personal motivation/recognition issues

· Pressure to “get on with it”

· Anything to get out of the planning stage to the “real” work

· The wear-you-down approach

· Positional argument

· Argument/negotiation based on seniority, not principle

· Fear of saying NO

· Imagined or threatened consequences

· Flying sheep – it’s going to look good on my CV

· Crying wolf – you don’t want to get a reputation for negativity

· Want to be seen as a team player (loyalty)

· Saying YES makes you feel better

· Avoids conflict / confrontation

· Don’t feel empowered to say NO

· Saying NO once is not enough – the message has to be hammered home

· Rule in change management (John Cotter): anything that needs to be said has to be said at least five times more than you feel comfortable with.

· Cultural differences: people of some cultures are very insensitive to refusal if expressed in polite terms – warnings / NO can be ignored

· YES can have degrees of assent (option to say NO later) – NO is totally negative

· You believe that saying YES gives you time to find better reasons for saying NO

· Charismatic people can persuade you to agree to things against your better judgement

· Fear that refusal to continue will be seen as personal failure (own or someone else’s) – e.g. I’m the project manager and if I now say that the project cannot succeed then I have failed (or my team has failed – protecting them)

· Fear of standing out like a sore thumb in a YES culture

Think – if these techniques can be used against us, why can’t we apply them ourselves? Practically all of these are based on social interaction, not rationality.

The pressure to say YES

Examples:

· Personal

· Motivational, self-image, recognition

· Creativity: problem-solving orientation

· Educational / professional influences

· Group

· Conflict avoidance (or deferment)

· Societal expectations and norms

· Being part of a peer group

· Adopted group behaviours and attitudes (unchallenged)

· Win/win, service provision, planning as negotiation etc.

Beware: the evils of win-win

· “emotional compromise”

· avoiding conflict at every point

· ubiquitous, unchallenged, accepted attitude

· some people teach explicit techniques to exploit others who use the win-win approach (see the book Start with NO)

· based on shared assumptions that not everyone necessarily shares

John met someone who decided it was cheaper to offshore – because it cost less to set up a project there and he expected every project to fail. That’s like buying something you don’t need just because it is discounted.

Getting to Yes

· YES is seen as the goal (NO seen as bad)

· Seeking agreement, not solution

· “You can’t please all of the people all the time”

· Pressure on other party to compromise

What happens when you say NO

Exercise

Goal: a list of consequences of saying NO

· Short-term

· Mid-term

· Long-term

List expected and actual consequences, where you know. Think about how you (could have) said NO too.

Some consequences of NO

· Immediate

· Delays, lengthened discussions

· Increased complexity, greater detail

· Pressure to change mind

· Emotional reactions, blackmail

· Anxiety for person who said NO

· Relief at getting it off the chest

· Disincentive if NO is ignored

· Sometimes you increase customer’s desire to hire you (hard-to-get)

· Medium-term

· Contact your spies to find out what the effect was

· Feedback from customers to whom you said NO tends to be positive

· Make people redundant

· Desire to re-engage

· Self-respect

· Increased authority/respect if it turned out to be the right decision

· Kicked off the project, but later felt greatly relieved

· Being removed from a project involves a grieving process

· Blame and loss of job – consequence of not saying NO loudly enough

· Long-term

· Lowered risks – or raised risks

· Improved communication – or worsened communication

· Improved relationships – or worsened relationships

· Perspective: the world didn’t stop – no-one died

· Increased confidence to speak one’s mind in the future

· Business survival

· Lingering bitterness

· Missed opportunities – categorising the NO-sayer as someone we don’t want to work with

Mostly we perceive the medium- long-term consequences as positive, even if short-term consequences are unpleasant.

How to say NO effectively

Children at a certain age say NO with relish. The psychologists say that no-one can say YES until they’ve learned to say NO.

What’s wrong with saying NO?

· It’s confrontational

· Positional argument: I’m right, you’re wrong

· Arrogant

· Presumptive

· Insensitive

· Closed (not enough information or options)

· Obstructive, not constructive

· Hugely controlling

Sometimes you have to refuse to do something for your own good – e.g. if you’re used as a stalking-horse for someone else’s bid.

Exercise 4

It ain’t what you do, it’s the way that you do it

Goal: a list of saying NO effectively / constructively

· Consider short-term and long-term outcomes

· What intermediate steps could we take? (Avoid being seen to say NO in a passive-aggressive way)

Suggested Techniques

Get them to say NO for you

· Walk them through the argument in your head

· Interact and draw out the information so they come to the same conclusion you did

· Or maybe they were right all along? Listen carefully

· Ask questions: “I don’t understand this…”

· Transition Tree technique

· Articulate your argument so that it becomes explicit and assumptions are verified

· Add information to the context

· “How about … because then …”

· Offering alternatives

· The power of “because” – see influencing techniques

· “If that’s what you want, then …”

· The power of consequences

· “Yes, and” technique

· Watch out for the “us and them” argument

Don’t say NO now

· Is there enough information to be able to decide yet?

· Do we need to decide now?

· Real options approach

· But make sure you take action to get the information and that a decision is made!

· Help people to make decisions

· Caveat Abnegor

· “Passive aggression pisses me off”

· Behavioural interaction models (Fromm, Myers-Briggs, …)

· Beware procrastination

When you do have to say NO

· Make it personal – “I (feel that I) have to refuse, because…”

· Responsibility-driven

· Remember the “because”

· Keep it short – your message could be lost otherwise

· Address it to the right audience

· Prepare for the outcome(s)

· Keep it personal, but not confrontational

· Remember that you probably do not have common goals

Some Heuristics

· Recognise the human need to say Yes

· Have a strategy

· Be polite and firm

· Make sure you understand what you are being asked before you say NO

· When in doubt, say NO – you can change your mind and agree later

· Story telling is powerful

· Empathise – remember what rejection feels like

· State the problem from their perspective

· Be humble – “the problem is beyond my capacity”

· Be honest and mean it

· Reinforce

· Provide support for consequences

· Provide supporting information off-line (preferably in advance)

· Find the right time when there is space for discussion

· Say it to the right audience

· Cultural awareness – body language etc.

· Offer a deal

· Request permission to speak

