
Saying No to Protect Creative Capacity Worksheet
Mechanism
We exist in a social system in which people 
request your time, energy, or other resources. 
Often this happens for good reasons and for 
mutual benefit — you have capabilities that 
make shared projects possible, people enjoy 
spending time with you, there is relationship 
and reputation building, apprenticeship, and 
so on.
However, your resources, especially time and 
energy, are limited. Requests become a prob-
lem when they regularly advance other peo-
ple’s aims while displacing your own 
priorities. In that case, spending time and 
energy working for others may realize their 
aims while your own work stagnates or dies.
So you have to say «No.» to many requests, 
including well-meaning ones. Otherwise too 
many requests enter the system and consume 
resources that are needed elsewhere.
The issue is not to say «No.» to everything. 
The issue is to prevent requests from entering 
your system without being evaluated against 
your priorities, capacity, and current commit-
ments.

Applicability
This worksheet is intended for people who 
over-commit to requests and have little time 
and energy left for their own creative work. 
Whether that is helping out others, taking 
part in other people’s projects, or any other 
kind of commitment.
For example:

• you say yes because saying «No.» hurts 
you too much,

• you say yes because you think you may 
not say no, e.g., in a subordinate role,

• you say yes because you fear missing out 
on great opportunities,

• you say yes before checking capacity,
• you regret commitments after agreeing,
• other people’s projects routinely displace 

your own,
• you need resentment or exhaustion before 

you say no,
• you accept because the request is urgent, 

flattering, or socially difficult,
• you agree to a small contribution and later 

find yourself pulled into a larger role, or
• you can say «No.» once, but not main-

tain it when the other person continues 
asking.

Intervention Variables
Problems with saying «No.» can stem from a 
variety of places, from unclear priorities to 
not knowing how to say «No.» well.

Common Misreadings of Requests
For some readers, the other person’s disap-
pointment becomes a decision pressure. That 
can make declining a request feel like doing 
harm. However, this is often due to misread-
ing what the request means.
• Being asked does not mean being 

assigned: If a person asks you for some-
thing, that request does not mean you are 
part of that other person’s project and 
have an obligation to realize it. If you treat 
the request as an assignment, refusal will 
feel like withdrawal from an obligation. If 
you see the request as an ask that you can 
accept, decline, delay, or reshape, then the 
boundary becomes clearer. The request 
does not become part of your system until 
you actively agree to accept it. Some 
people use words such as «we» to blur 
that boundary («forced teaming»), e.g., 
«Can you help me with ... we can work on 
it together on ...». In these cases, take a 
step back and separate the person’s 
project from your own commitments.

• Declining the request is not rejecting the 
person: A declined request declines the 
request. It does not reject the person who 
asks, nor the relationship. If you do it 
politely and firmly, it can make the rela-
tionship clearer and less dependent on 
hidden resentment.

• Disappointment is not evidence that you 

did something wrong: The other person 
may be disappointed. That does not auto-
matically mean you should have said 
«Yes.». Guilt or discomfort is information 
to examine obligations, capacity, priority, 
and consequences. It is not a decision rule.

• Urgency is not the same as priority:
Some requests create false urgency 
(scarcity, including time pressure, is a per-
suasion technique). Treat urgency as a 
reason to slow down, not speed up.

• The right opportunities matter: Saying 
«No.», especially too often, can prevent 
you from valuable opportunities. And 
you need to capitalize on opportunities to 
have impact. But these opportunities still 
have to align with your goals.

• A smaller contribution may be enough:
The useful answer may not be «Yes.» or 
«No.», but a reduced contribution: 
shorter, later, narrower, or in a different 
form.

• A pressured «Yes.» is a warning signal: If 
a person does not accept a clear «No.» 
and continues to pressure you, stop treat-
ing the exchange as a decision about the 
request. The issue has become the interac-
tion pattern: your answer is not being 
accepted.

Clear Criteria for Yes vs. No
Neither agreeing to every request nor declin-
ing every request is appropriate. Your «Yes.» 
vs. «No.» serves a purpose: You need your 
resources for your own agenda.
That perspective requires you to know your 
agenda — the project you are working on, 
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and the creative work you want to do in the 
future. Thus, determining your aspiration 
and waypoints (see Chapter 10: Creative 
Direction) makes it possible to make an 
informed decision whether to say «Yes.» or 
«No.». It avoids the unspecific fear of miss-
ing out when saying «No.» because you have 
clear criteria for what qualifies for a «Yes.» in 
the first place.
If the request also advances your projects or 
your future work, it might make sense to say 
«Yes.». If not, then you have a good reason 
for saying «No.». Having these prioritized 
goals written down and in view is useful here.
Some domains may be non-negotiable for 
you, such as health, caregiving, family, core 
projects, or recovery time. Name them explic-
itly.
Whether the actual answer is a «Yes.» depends 
on:

• the scope of the request and the required 
resources, e.g., attention, time, energy, 
etc.,

• whether you can do it and still have buffer 
time for unforeseen events,

• whether it has no negative effects on 
higher-priority tasks,

• whether you are the right person for the 
task,

• whether the request has a clear scope and 
endpoint, and

• what exactly would be displaced by saying 
«Yes.».

Usually, saying «Yes.» means saying «No.» to 
other projects or tasks. You have to be clear 
what these projects or tasks are.

Use the decision grid in Table 1.
I say «Yes.» only if the request:
1. advances a current priority or important 

relationship,
2. fits available capacity,
3. does not displace higher-priority work,
4. has a clear scope and endpoint.

Thinking about Decisions
Even with clear criteria, some requests might 
not be easy to classify. In these cases, deferring 
for time to think about it is a valid choice.
For example:

• «I can say neither yes nor no to it at the 
moment. I need some time to think 
whether that works for me.»

• «Let me think about it and get back to 
you.»

• «That is an interesting opportunity. I have 
to check my obligations and let you know 
by DAY.»

Some people treat «thinking about it» as a 
«Yes.», or assume that you have committed 
yourself because you asked them to wait. If a 
person acts this way, that is useful informa-
tion. The request may not only cost 
resources, it may also come with interaction 
costs.

Changing the Contribution
If a request is not aligned with your priorities, 
it might be possible to adapt it. For example, 
a colleague asks you to do a lecture on «Topic 
A», which does not align with your priorities 
and would require a week of work. But if 
asked, that colleague might also be happy 

with a lecture on «Topic B», which does align 
with your priorities and moves them forward. 
If you do not ask, you are missing out.
This also includes the form of the assistance, 
e.g., when you assist the person, how much 
time you spend, and what kind of contribu-
tion you make.
However, if you agree to a smaller contribu-
tion, e.g., give one presentation about a spe-
cific aspect but not be part of regular 
meetings, there is a risk of escalating commit-
ment. If you agree to a smaller role, establish 
an exit criterion agreed upon in writing 
beforehand. For example, you may quit if the 
participation escalates beyond the agreed 
scope. That prevents an attempt to turn a 
limited contribution into an ongoing obliga-
tion.
The following questions are helpful:

• What exactly will I do?
• What will I not do?

• How much time will I spend?
• When does my involvement end?
• What counts as scope creep?
• What sentence will I use when scope 

expands?

In many cases, reciprocity is also an option. 
You do something for the person, the person 
does something for you. This can include get-
ting you out of a commitment you do not 
like. Sustainable relationships usually need 
some form of reciprocity, even if it is indirect, 
delayed, or not exactly equal.

Ways to Say No
If you say «No.», that «No.» should be:
• polite — you are declining the request, 

not the person or the relationship; you can 
say «No.» and wish them the best

• firm — you are maintaining a boundary, 
not teaching the other person that it is 
optional
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Question If Yes If No

Does this advance a current priority or 
important relationship?

Continue Decline or change the 
request

Do I have capacity without harming existing 
work?

Continue Decline or delay

Am I the right person? Continue Redirect to the right 
person

Would I still say yes if asked tomorrow? Continue Delay the decision

Do I accept what will be displaced if I do the 
request? (name it first)

Can agree to 
the request

Decline the request

Table 1: Decision Grid



If the request comes from a good place, and 
not merely from a person wanting to offload 
work, then the positive relationship should be 
maintained.
In many personal contexts, no explanation is 
required. In formal or interdependent con-
texts, a short operational reason may reduce 
friction, e.g., capacity, priority conflict, role 
boundary, deadline, or expertise mismatch. 
However, specific reasons can also be chal-
lenged. A simple «I am not able to help 
you.» or «It won’t work for me.» is often 
better.
Polite «No.»
Saying «No.» politely often means:

• being appreciative that the person 
thought about you,

• recognizing if a real opportunity is 
offered,

• saying that you would like to work with 
that person, if true,

• saying that the work is important, if true,
• but still staying with a firm «No.».

For example:
• «Thank you for the opportunity. Right 

now this won’t work for me. May I sug-
gest you consider ...»

• «I’m not available, but thank you for 
thinking of me.»

• «I am flattered that you ask me, but 
unfortunately, I cannot get involved.»

• «No, but thank you very much.»
• «That is an impactful project. I am sure 

you will find a good solution. I am sorry 
that I cannot help you develop it.»

• «That does not work for me, but I wish 
you well.»

• «I’m sorry, I have other commitments.»

Using external barriers
In some cases, using external events can make 
the «No.» easier to accept for the requesting 
person. For example:

• you need to finish a project first,
• the request is outside your expertise,
• a role boundary applies, or
• bosses or other people have explicitly 

asked you not to accept additional com-
mitments.

For example:
• «I am sorry, I am unable to assume any 

new responsibilities until EVENT.»
• «I am sorry, but that is outside my area of 

expertise.»
• «This kind of work is more aligned with 

PERSON.»
• «I am sorry, but that is not currently 

aligned with my priorities.»
• «I am sorry, but BOSS/PARTNER has 

asked me not to accept any more commit-
ments for a while.»

Boss: demand clarification of priorities
In some situations you cannot simply decline 
a request, e.g., your boss is giving you another 
project or task to do. While you might not say 
«No.» directly, you can demand clear priori-
ties.
Useful options are:
• Renegotiation: «I can do X, but not Y.»

• Priority escalation: «Which existing task 
should move down?»

• Capacity evidence: «Here is the current 
load and deadline conflict.»

• Formal boundary: «This requires 
approval / role clarification / revised dead-
line.»

For example: «I am currently working on 
project A, project B, and project C. If I also 
do project D, which of the A to C projects 
should I cancel, delay, or downgrade?»
Further examples:

• «To take this on, I would need revised pri-
orities.»

• «I can do this if we move X to next 
week.»

• «Please confirm which deadline should 
take precedence.»

• «I do not currently have capacity to add 
this without changing scope or timing.»

If the person expects you to do an unsustain-
able workload, you have a different problem. 
«Work faster» usually means reduced quality, 
more errors, or depletion unless scope also 
changes.
This does not apply in the same way when 
you start a job and still have to learn it. Then 
the workload often feels excessive because you 
have not yet established the necessary routines 
to deal with the daily business.
Declining to offer information
In some situations, you are not asked for help 
specifically, but for information. There might 
be good reasons to decline that information, 
e.g., confidentiality, avoiding triangulation, or 

avoiding a breach of trust. Instead of lying — 
«I don’t know.» or «I don’t remember.» — 
maintaining boundaries works as well.
Useful replies are:

• «That is not mine to share.»
• «I cannot discuss that.»
• «Please ask them directly.»
• «I do not want to speak for them.»
• «I am not the right person to talk about 

that.»
• «You may have a legitimate reason to 

know, but not from me.»
• «That has to come through the proper 

channel.»
• «I cannot confirm or deny that.»
• as reply to «You have to tell me about it.»: 

«No, I don’t.»
• if pressed: «I have already answered 

that.»

The crucial issue here is that the person might 
want the information, and might even have a 
legitimate reason to want it, but if confiden-
tiality is broken, it also breaks trust in you. 
You have shown that you cannot keep a con-
fidence, so why should the person trust you 
with anything important? Maintaining the 
boundary is a sign of trust.

Boundaries
Saying «No.» requires boundaries on your 
resources — time, attention, energy, etc. 
These boundaries trigger the «No.», e.g., 
when the request would make it difficult or 
impossible to finish your own projects in 
time.
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However, sometimes a «No.» is not 
respected. Some people discard it or see it as a 
reason to ask again, ask or demand to hear the 
reasons in order to challenge them, or try to 
pressure the other person to agree anyway.
At that point, the problem is no longer the 
original request but the interaction pattern, 
as your answer is not being accepted. The 
intervention is to repeat the boundary, 
reduce explanation, and exit the exchange if 
needed.
Instead of letting yourself be pressured — by 
sweet-talk, compliments, veiled or open 
threats — stress the boundary and escalate on 
a response ladder:
1. Repeat: «I’m not available for that.»
2. Close discussion: «That is my answer.» or 

«I have given you my answer.» or «This is 
not something that is open to discussion.»

3. Name process: «You are asking again after 
I already answered.» or «You are ignoring 
my answer.» or «That tone/content is 
unacceptable.»

4. End exchange: «I’m not continuing this 
conversation.» or «We might continue 
this conversation at a later time, when the 
conditions are better.»

5. Escalate contextually: leave, document, or 
involve the relevant authority, e.g., «I am 
not willing to continue the conversation 
this way.» and then walk away.

If people simply react to your «No.» as if you 
had said «Yes.», then do not participate. Walk 
away if needed.
You cannot force others to accept your 
answer, but you can refuse to participate after 
your answer has been ignored.
In workplaces, the person whose request you 
have rejected might go to your boss and get 
them to agree to their request. In that case, 
talking with the boss that you had already 
rejected the request, and that the colleague 
now bypassed it, becomes informative. In a 
healthy workplace, this should be handled as 
a priority and process issue. If the correction 
does not happen, treat it as information 

about how priority conflicts are handled in 
that workplace.
If past pressure repeatedly turned your 
«No.» into a «Yes.», others may expect the 
same pattern again. Consistency is needed to 
change that expectation. Others may push 
back, e.g., «But you always changed your 
mind.» You can answer calmly: «That was 
then, this is now. I am not available for this.» 
Even if you maintain your boundaries suc-
cessfully, there will be the occasional attempt 
to override them. Consistency is what 
changes the expected pattern.

Trial Definition
If you have difficulties maintaining your 
boundaries and saying no, use the Integration 
Worksheet to set up a trial.
First identify the request pattern, then choose 
the intervention.

Diagnose Your Request Pattern
Work from actual requests, not from general 

impressions, so fill in Table 2.
Determine why you say «Yes.» too often or 
too quickly.

□ Empathy/agreeableness problem
□ Priority-clarity problem
□ Scarcity/FOMO problem
□ Authority/formal-demand problem
□ Skill/script problem, i.e., unsure how to 

say «No.»
□ Boundary-enforcement problem
□ Contribution-design problem

Use the main problem to choose a starting 
intervention (see Table 3).
The minimum viable intervention is:
1. Delay: «Let me check my current com-

mitments and get back to you.»
2. Decide: «What would this displace?»
3. Decline: «I’m not available for this.»
4. Repeat if pressed: «That is my answer.»
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Recent request I said Why Cost Better response next time Future rule

Table 2: Diagnostic Table



The default trial for over-committers is not to 
say «No.» to everything. The first interven-
tion is to take time to evaluate the request.

Example Trial: Delayed Yes / Clear No
For any non-trivial request within the next 14 
days, I will use one delay sentence and decide 
later with written criteria.
My default delay sentence: «Let me check 
my current commitments and get back to you 
by DATE.»
I say «Yes.» only if the request:

1. advances a current priority or important 
relationship,

2. fits available capacity,
3. does not displace higher-priority work,
4. has a clear scope and endpoint.

My «No.» sentence: «Thank you for think-
ing of me, but I’m not available for this.»
My change-the-contribution sentence: «I 
cannot do X, but I could do Y by DATE.»

My boundary sentence if pressed: «I’ve given 
you my answer. I’m not discussing it fur-
ther.»
During the trial, do not aim for maximum 
refusals. Aim for better matching between 
requests, capacity, and priorities.
If, so far, you have agreed to requests too 
often, expect some probing of your bound-
aries and prepare to maintain them calmly 
and firmly. Leave the situation if your 
repeated «No.» is not accepted. Changing 
your own behavior takes time; changing how 
other people react to you can take longer.
When you maintain your boundaries, look 
both for local changes — e.g., on your 
resources — and for overall changes in the 
system. Declining too many requests can 
reduce your options and stifle the system.
Observation: At the end of the trial, check 
whether your project time, energy, relation-
ships, and incoming requests changed.

For example:
• Did my own project time increase?
• Did requests decrease, increase, or become 

clearer?
• Did relationships worsen, improve, or 

become more honest?
• Did I say «No.» too broadly and lose 

useful opportunities?
• Which script worked?
• Where did I still over-explain?
• Where did I say «Yes.» too quickly?
• What needs a second trial?

Hand-Off
You now have more information on main-
taining your boundaries and saying «No.». If 
over-commitment is an issue, it might be 
worth maintaining your boundaries more 
deliberately.
The aim is not to become less cooperative. 
The aim is to make requests pass through a 
decision point before they consume 
resources. That decision point can lead to 
«Yes.», «No.», «Not now.», «Not like 
this.», or «Only under these conditions.».
Done calmly, politely, and firmly, this should 
make more resources available for your own 
projects while also making your relationships 
and collaborations clearer. Monitor the 
effects carefully. A useful boundary improves 
the system; an overcorrection can reduce 
opportunity flow.

Interesting Literature
• tips on saying no: Chase, J. A. D., Topp, 

R., Smith, C. E., Cohen, M. Z., Fahren-
wald, N., Zerwic, J. J., et al. (2013). Time 
Management Strategies for Research Pro-
ductivity. Western Journal of Nursing 
Research, 35(2), 155–176. doi: 
10.1177/0193945912451163

• persuasion techniques such as scarcity/
time pressure: Cialdini, R. (2007). Influ-
ence. HarperCollins.

• forced teaming and other manipulation 
techniques: de Becker, G. (1997). The 
Gift of Fear. Dell.
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If the main problem is ... Start with ...

Empathy/agreeableness delay sentence + polite «No.» script

Priority clarity yes criteria + displacement check

Scarcity/FOMO opportunity alignment question

Authority/formal demand priority escalation script

Skill/script problem use example answers to build script library

Boundary enforcement boundary ladder

Contribution design scope and endpoint questions

Table 3: Trial Starting Points


