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Managing Awkward Interactions
& Learning to Say “No."

Part I: Yikes! That's Awkward

When faced with an awkward interaction, choose the response that fits you and the situation.

1 Brush it off

Acknowledge the awkward comment
without making it a big deal.

Try this

e Oh, | don't know...

e That's a long story.

e Ha!I'm not answering that!

3 Put it back on them

Ask them to explain what they said or
why they asked.

Try this

e What do you mean?

¢ What makes you ask?

e What makes you say that?

2 Change the subject

Let them know you don't want to answer, but
keep the conversation friendly.

Try this

e Anyway, how are you?

¢ |'ll keep that one to myself!

e That's a long story! So...

4 Set a boundary

Clearly tell them you want the comment or
conversation to stop.

Try this

¢ |'d rather not get into that.

e Let's not talk about that.

e Okay, that's enough.

Remember: The relationship and situation matter. You can choose a lighter response, change
the subject, ask the person to explain, or set a clear boundary.
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Part Il: Saying “No” Graciously

Say no clearly, match your grammar to your certainty, and choose language that fits the situation.

How sure are you?
These forms change the certainty of the message. They are not simply four levels of politeness.

DEFINITE NO PROBABLE NO NOT DECIDED / DON'T
KNOW YET
| can't this week. | probably can't this week. | might not be able to this
week.

| don't think | can this week.

| know the answer is no. No is likely, but not certain. There is a real possibility |
cannot but | don’t yet know.
| believe no, but | am not
completely certain.

Remember:

If you already know the answer is no, do not accidentally make it sound negotiable. Match your
grammar to your real certainty.

Warm beginnings to soften the “no.”

e |'d love to, but...
e |'d really like to, but...
e | wish | could, but...

Useful reasons: natural English for being busy

Expression Example

My plate is full. [N] I'd love to help, but my plate is full this week.

I'm swamped. [C/N] I'm swamped right now. Could we talk next week?
I'm tied up. [N] Sorry, I'm tied up all afternoon.

My schedule is packed. [N] My schedule is packed until Friday.

[C] casual [N] neutral. You don't need to learn every expression. Choose the ones that feel natural to you.
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Putting it Together: Building a Natural “No.”

A natural refusal can use one or more of these moves.

-1 <2 . 3. . 4.
ANSWER ADD WARMTH GIVEAREASON @ OFFER AN ALTERNATIVE
Say no or show your certainty. Use a softener if it fits. Keep it brief. Only if you really want one.
1. Simple definite no Sorry, | can't. That won't work for me.
2. Warm + definite no + reason I'd love to, but I'm swamped this weekend.
3. Probable no + brief reason | don't think | can tonight. My schedule is pretty packed.
4. Definite no + alternative | can't Thursday. Could we do Friday instead?

| might have a dentist appointment that day. I'll have to
check my calendar.

5. Not sure / not decided yet

If the person asks again
You do not need to invent a new reason. Repeat your answer calmly.

o | really can't this time.
¢ |I'm going to have to pass.

¢ | won't be able to make that work.

My take-away phrases

Choose 3 expressions you genuinely want to remember and use.
1.

2.

3.

English In the Wiid

This week, either use one natural refusal when you genuinely need it, or notice how someone else
says no. Listen for the exact words and what happens next in the conversation.
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