
McArthur:  Collaborative Intelligence Thinking Partnerships 

The Power of Positive No

*My thoughts combined with work of William Ury 

“YES—NO—YES” 
 “Never take another person’s dignity: it means everything to them, and nothing to you.” – Frank Barron 

Perhaps the biggest mistake we make when we say No, is to start from No. We drive our no from what 
we are against—the others behavior, or demand. A positive No calls us to do the exact opposite and base 
our No on what we are for. Instead of starting from No, root your no in your deeper Yes, a Yes to your 
core interest and to what truly matters. 

From Reactive to Proactive 
The biggest obstacle to saying No successfully is not the other, however difficult it may be. It is 
ourselves. It is our all too human tendency to react—to act with intense emotion but without clear 
purpose. We humans are reaction machines. And our No’s tend to be reactive. We accommodate out of 
fear and guilt. We attack out of anger. We avoid out of fear. To get ourselves out of this three—a trap, we 
need t become proactive, forward looking and purposeful.  

We do not have a choice in being able to influence the other unless we are first able to control our own 
natural reactions and emotions. When we want to say no to an offensive behavior or inappropriate 
demand, it is only natural to feel angry. But anger can blind us. In a rush to say ‘no’ it’s too easy to lose 
sight of the real advantage, which is advancing our own interests.  
Fear- We imagine in advance another’s reaction to our ‘no’ What they will say or do to us, and this 
paralyzes us.  
Paralyzed we accommodate, giving up on our own needs. Guilt has a similar effect—who am I to say ‘no’. 
I don’t deserve the time for myself. “Their needs are more important than mine.”  

Therefore the first challenge we face is on the inside. The real action of saying No of standing up for 
yourself takes place internally. Internal action starts with ‘stop’. Stop to ask yourself what is behind my 
‘no’? This is uncovering your yes. Keep asking yourself why, what are your underlying motivations for 
saying no. Think for a moment what exactly you want to say no to. What are you saying yes to? 
What is the demand, request or behavior you would like to refuse? What is the behavior you find 
offensive, inappropriate— be concrete and specific.  

- What am I seeking to create by saying no? What other activity or person am I wanting to say yes 
to? 

- What am I seeking to protect by saying no? What core interest of mine is at risk if I say yes or 
simply accept their behavior? 

- What am I seeking to change by saying No? What is wrong with the others current behavior, and 
what would be improved if that behavior changed? 
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This process uncovers you basic need, values. 

Crystalize your Yes!  
Your Yes is your intention to protect and advance your core interests. Needs and values where you come 
from. Intention is where you want to go. The most powerful intentions are positive, they are For, not 
against.  

- Knowing your Yes, grounds you in something positive. Your No can be for your needs, not against 
the other. Instead of rejecting the other by saying no, you can simply say yes to what matters to 
you most.  

- It gives you a sense of direction. You know where you are going with your no. 
- It gives you energy. You now have the fuel to delivers your No and sustain it in the face of 

resistance.  

Expressing your No.  
The challenge in expressing a no, is to express the need, the interest, the desire or concern without the 
neediness. The neediness creates stress for both. You may have certain needs, but you don’t need the 
other to co-operate. You would like them to, but you have alternative ways to meet your needs. 

“Respect for others flows directly for respect from self. You give respect to the other not so much because 
of who they are, but because of who you are. ” -Ury  

Respect is an expression of yourself and your values.  
We may feel that a person doesn't deserve our respect, particularly if he is disrespectfully acting towards 
us. (Think Nelson Mandela)  
The obvious reason is it works. In short they are more likely to respect us and our interest if we respect 
them and theirs. Don’t think of it as doing them a favor, think of it as doing yourself a favor, because in 
the end it can help you get your needs met.  
There are two ways to demonstrate your positive attitude of respect: listening and acknowledgement. 
- you can acknowledge without agreeing- “you have a lot of passion for politics!”  

Deliver you no by: 
Express your yes—assert your no—propose a yes.  

“I hear how important politics are for you, and you seem to have solid opinions. They are wasted on me, 
it’s not an area of interest or public discussion for me, but if you want to talk about biking in Italy, I am 
all ears.” 


