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Do you have trouble saying NO?



Does NO sound like a mean or selfish word to you?


Do you have trouble dumping a date who treats you badly?


When you and your partner disagree, do you have trouble standing up for yourself?


Do you choke on your NOs because you fear abandonment?


Do your parents make intrusive requests that you give in to?


Do you hesitate to comment on employees’ poor work performance?


Are you afraid to question policies or defy directives that you think are wrong?


Are you worried about not being generous enough to causes or your community?


Are you reluctant to confront men who harass you on the street, bus, or train?


Do you have trouble questioning treatments that your doctors recommend you get?


When you are caring for someone who is ill, do you get overwhelmed because you can’t cut back on other responsibilities?


Has a dying relative made an inappropriate request that you felt you could not refuse?


Are there some people to whom you’ve never been able to say NO?


If you answer YES to three or more of these questions about saying NO, then you may need this book to find out how to set healthy boundaries and still preserve the relationships that matter to you.
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For Dee, whose compassion and generosity

know no limits.




author note


This book is based on interviews with those portrayed. In some instances, names and identifying details have been changed. I have used only first names for pseudonyms. All other interviewees are identified by their full name and occupation.






When people ask for time, it’s always for time to say NO.

Edith Wharton, 1928





MY ANSWER IS NO…

if that’s okay with you






chapter one

women’s ways of NOing

(introduction)




NO is a very simple word. One syllable. Two letters. A complete sentence. NO is one of the shortest words in the English language, yet one of the most difficult for women to say. We hear “NO!” in our heads while our mouths are saying “YES,” “Sure,” “I’d be glad to,” “Of course I will,” or “I wouldn’t miss it for the world!” It’s often easier to agree than to just say NO.

Saying NO for women can be a genuine struggle because of our deeply rooted need for connection. To be considerate without jeopardizing our well-being or livelihood, and assertive without losing the relationships we value—these are two of life’s most compelling challenges. Sometimes, out of a desire to be helpful or charitable, we choose to say YES even when it’s difficult. At other times, we discover that we’re too concerned about being liked, loved, or respected to be able to say NO. If we muster the courage to speak up, we tend to be cautious: “my answer is NO…if that’s okay with you.”

This book grew out of my realization that women’s reluctance to say NO comes from traits that we should value—empathy, sensitivity, thoughtfulness, and compassion—rather than suppress, as we are often advised to do when saying NO. These traits are necessary elements of human connection and preservation. When I think back over my own life, I find that the paths I took to NO, however circuitous, often helped me grow. Like most women, I have sometimes held on too long to relationships that I knew I’d be better off without. But I would never trade a guillotine-style NO for what I learned through my unwillingness to let go.

The idea for this book emerged one morning when I was having breakfast with TV journalist and surgeon Nancy Snyderman, who told me about a former employee who had repeatedly asked for special favors. “First she asked for time off to get a haircut,” Nancy said. “Then she needed to run errands.” Even though the employee took advantage of Nancy’s generosity, Nancy tried to accommodate these requests. Why? The employee was a single mom, and Nancy empathized with her situation.

I could certainly relate. I’d been despairing over a research collaboration that had gone sour. A colleague who’d volunteered to help with a major project had missed deadlines and dropped the ball on numerous occasions, always with a mile-long list of excuses—health problems, dying relatives, car accidents, and the like. I couldn’t think of a way to get tough without feeling like a completely insensitive jerk.

As a surgeon, Nancy is accustomed to making decisions with authority and conviction. Assertiveness is mandatory in life-and-death situations. My psychiatric specialty involves teaching patients about boundaries and limits. Role-playing how to say NO is a routine part of my clinical work. So, after thirty years in practice, I should be able to say NO when I need to, right?

Wrong. When I’m not with patients, I’m often reluctant to use the NO word because—well, frankly—I don’t like to disappoint people. Is this a serious shortcoming? Many assertiveness training books say it is.

I disagree.

For most women the prospect of being less sensitive to the needs of others isn’t appealing, even though attending to others’ needs can result in personal sacrifice or hardship. We’d rather weigh the pros and cons of helping out, and struggle to find the best way to take care of ourselves as well as the many others who are dependent on us. That’s how women’s brains are wired: we have an aptitude for compassion and connection.

Why, then, do we get down on ourselves for not being more assertive? How can we avoid criticizing ourselves when we are bombarded with the message that there’s something terribly wrong with the way we say NO? “Listen to your own needs,” we’re told. “Put yourself first.” “Stop being a people pleaser.” “Quit worrying about everyone else.” This is advice that Daddy Warbucks parodies in Annie—“You don’t have to be nice to people on the way up if you don’t plan to come back down.”

But do we really need more self-centered people on this planet? Most women would never trade compassion for insensitivity. If women as a group became substantially less concerned about the general well-being of everyone around us, the consequences for children, the infirm, the disadvantaged, and the elderly would be disastrous! After all, where would we be without empathy? Or the generosity of spirit that sustains the planet and nurtures the soul?

Our strength as women is grounded in the ability to reach out and lend a helping hand. We consider the thoughts and feelings of others as we conduct our own lives. We can be firm when we need to be, though usually, we prefer to be kind. Saying NO can feel alienating, distancing, and harsh. It clashes with our belief in being generous. Very often it involves a loss. And dealing with loss is a recurrent challenge for most women.

Each of us is familiar with the experience of being told “NO.” Throughout our lives we are denied things we want. We feel frustrated, sad, hurt, angry—even heartbroken—when we are refused. Sometimes the compassionate NOs are easier to swallow than the thoughtless NOs, or the brush-off NOs, or the how-dare-you-ask NOs, but in many cases, the experience of NO carries disappointment with it.

So when it’s our turn to do the nay-saying, we are attuned to the feelings of the person asking, and we empathize with the pain of being turned down. Saying NO involves putting our own desires and needs above the wishes or expectations of others, which isn’t always an easy thing to do. Some people become spiteful or rude when we don’t give them what they want. Since being liked and appreciated is important to women, we’re always on the lookout for the moment to say NO that has the least risk of incurring wrath or loss—modeling our own NOs after those we find most helpful and considerate.

Even so, guilt-free NOs are hard to come by. In a life-or-death situation—to protect a child, for instance—“NO!” is instinctive. When operating from a clear sense of purpose or principle, setting a limit is easy. In other cases, however, saying NO involves sorting out your priorities, narrowing your focus, or sticking to a specific goal. Developing a set of ready-made responses gives you an edge on saying NO when you need to. Yet try as you might, there’s no getting around the fact that your choices may deprive others of what they want. And it’s always more difficult to set limits when you are conscious of others’ hardships.

Just this morning Terry, a photographer, told me a story that illustrates this point. Several times a week, Terry drives to a senior housing complex to take Lulu, the beloved dog of an elderly man whose health is failing, out for a walk. Recently, Terry invited the gentleman to lunch. As he politely pushed the food around his plate, every now and then nibbling on a tiny morsel, the gentleman explained that he wasn’t expected to live much longer and that he had no one to care for Lulu—would Terry be willing to take the dog after he dies? Terry was in quandary about what to do. She couldn’t keep the dog, but she didn’t want to break the poor man’s heart. I suggested that she offer to keep Lulu until she found a loving home for her. This solution worked for Terry. She told the gentleman that he could rest assured that Lulu would be well cared for.

One caution: when we lend a helping hand, let’s not call that “co-dependency”! Caregiving is often devalued, trivialized, and pathologized by calling it “co-dependency.” Kindness is NOT the same as being a doormat. There is a world of difference between being an enabler to an addict or an abusive partner, and being a considerate, compassionate individual.

In the chapters that follow I present the challenges we women have to face when saying NO to family, lovers, friends, employers, colleagues, subordinates, strangers, healthcare professionals, and even to people on their deathbeds. I examine why it’s difficult to say NO, and I explain how the desire to connect and the fear of loss figure into our reluctance to set limits. I show how our goals, needs, values and life experiences influence our willingness to let go, and suggest creative ways to handle situations in which we feel stuck. I recommend ways to say NO that diminish the discomfort of disappointing others and give pointers on how to turn a knee-jerk YES into a consideration, and a consideration into a choice. And I explain how learning to deliver a knockout NO—if you’re assaulted—may not only save your life, but empower you in other areas as well.

Along with examples from my own life, I have incorporated interviews with a diverse group of more than one hundred talented women whose stories capture the complexity of our efforts to set limits in a world that values simple assertiveness and cocksure NOs. These women reveal what saying NO means to them, and how the goal of maintaining connections with people who matter to them influences their ability to set limits. They describe how they learned to say NO, and how they struggle to be compassionate even as they enforce boundaries. Many of the stories are inspiring, some are funny, some sad, some deeply disturbing. All will help you understand better how and when you can say NO.

The women I interviewed share one important characteristic: each is very accomplished in her field. They differ in age, education, socioeconomic class, racial/ethnic background, and sexual orientation. Some are identified by their real names, others by a pseudonym. As this book will demonstrate, being powerful, savvy, or talented has little bearing on a woman’s ability to say NO. Police chiefs, politicians, military officers, martial artists, judges, and CEOs all contend with the same issues. And having boundaries in one arena—such as work—may be unrelated to the ability to set limits with lovers, family, or friends.

Dip into this book anywhere you like. Pick a topic that’s timely for you. Step into the shoes of other women as they describe their limit-setting dilemmas and achievements. Each chapter contains information that I hope will be relevant whenever you are struggling to say NO. At some point this book will speak to you, and you’ll discover that you’re not alone.

After reading this book, you will have a better understanding of your own reluctance to say NO. You will also learn how to say NO without losing the connections that you care about the most. I encourage you to value empathy but to use it selectively, taking pride when you choose to be generous. Above all, I hope that you will appreciate how a NO to one thing is often a YES to something else, as you enjoy the freedom that saying NO can bring.








chapter two

there’s NO place like home for the holidays

(saying NO to parents)


My parents lived in New York and I lived on the West Coast. Once I had children, they wanted me to come for holidays. It was very hard for me to say NO. They never celebrated Christmas when I was growing up because we were Jewish, but they never celebrated Chanukah or Thanksgiving either. They didn’t celebrate holidays. All of a sudden the holidays became this big deal. Occasionally I said NO, and stuck to my guns, but I didn’t want to hurt them. It was often easier just to go.

Bettina Aptheker, professor of women’s studies, U.C. Santa Cruz






There’s no request more likely to stress us out than one from Mom or Dad. Talk about guilt when we refuse! Healthy parents encourage us to be independent, but they’re still sad when we leave. Dysfunctional parents can be so disparaging that we accommodate them to ward off their criticisms, since, after some twenty years of trying to please and impress them, we don’t want to lose any hard-won ground we may have gained.

Even before birth, the female brain develops an aptitude for connection, communication, and responsiveness. During the first three months of life, we become attuned to every nuance of our parents’ moods. From the get-go, we learn that it doesn’t pay to say NO to Mom or Dad. They rewarded us as children for compliance and punished us for defiance, and if we were lucky enough to have healthy parents, we probably figured out how to make them happy. Those of us who weren’t dealt such a favorable hand spend a lifetime looking for the love and approval that every child seeks—ever hopeful that our emotionally troubled parents will one day appreciate who we are.

Yet even when we’re no longer concerned about bringing home an impressive report card or winning a school election or excelling as a student athlete we may have trouble distinguishing between what our parents want and what they need. Ambiguous communications that began shaping our behavior as children often cloud our perceptions about how much choice we have as adults when a parent asks for something. For children, “I need you to finish your dinner” is interchangeable with “I want you to finish your dinner” or “I’d like you to finish your dinner” or “You’re not leaving the table until you finish your dinner.” So when we are adults and our parents say, “We’d like you to come for Thanksgiving,” we hear “like…need…want…you’d better or else!” And before we know it, we’re making airline reservations.

Just today I had such an experience with my seventy-seven-year-old mother in which I wanted to say NO, but instead I did what she asked. I have explained to her that it’s very difficult for me to handle problems that are not urgent while I’m seeing patients. This morning she left a message asking me to call back as soon as possible. Mom cannot live alone without assistance, and she wanted me to counsel her new helper, who is taking an antidepressant medication, about her dosage. Of course it would have been professionally inappropriate for me to offer advice when I have never met the helper and know nothing of her medical history. Even a phone call to discuss the best way to approach her doctor would consume more time than I had available.

Did I defer that conversation to a less hectic moment? Of course not. I called back immediately, hoping to make a favorable impression on the new helper. I rationalized that Mom’s reputation as a “good” employer hinged on my responsiveness.

There are many occasions as adults when our priorities or choices don’t jibe with our parents’ wishes. Most parents would like to see and talk to their adult children more than the children are able or willing to do. To say NO to whatever they ask us to do takes a huge effort. First, we’ve got to figure out what we stand to lose. Next, we have to overcome primitive fears of abandonment or punishment. Then we have to remind ourselves that disappointing them doesn’t make us bad. And finally, we must convince ourselves that the connection won’t be severed if we set a limit. That’s a tall order with parents we love—and taller still with parents we don’t.

dutiful daughters

Even healthy parents sometimes manipulate, threaten, or withdraw when you don’t do what they ask. Those tendencies are magnified tenfold with dysfunctional parents who have serious emotional problems stemming from their own history of being rejected and abused, the legacy of which they pass along to you. They can be excessively harsh when you disappoint them, because they count on you to provide the love they never had. They have poor boundaries and frequently sabotage your efforts to be independent. Often inflexible, self-centered, and thoughtless, dysfunctional parents expect you to take care of them, which means you’re often frustrated with them, and they are angry and unhappy with you.

Despite your familiarity with these dynamics, you are reluctant to write off your parents. Why? Because, even though they are rarely there for you, they have trained you to feel anxious about abandoning them. Deeply etched in your psyche is the fear of losing what little love they have to offer. You still look to them for approval, even when you’re not dependent on them for anything else. There’s always a chance they will grow up and get therapy, or sober up and make amends, right?

Setting limits with psychologically impaired parents is a lifelong struggle. They have a talent for chiseling away at your resistance and circumventing your limits. All too often you feel trapped into saying YES, though you’ve promised yourself that you would say NO.

The topic of saying NO tapped a deep well of pain for the women I interviewed who have difficult parents. Most shared their stories anonymously, because they are still trying valiantly to be kind and considerate.

Rosalind, a stockbroker, grew up in a family where alcohol ruled and the children obeyed. Even when she became an adult, it was “Dad’s way…or else!”



My father was a very functional alcoholic from New Orleans. Alcohol was a big problem in our family. It was the elephant in the room all the time. My mother was always furious at him. I was the go-between and the peacemaker. I would run to Dad and make him laugh and run to Mother and make her laugh and patch everything up.

My father was a bear of a man. Whatever he asked, whether it was late at night, “Run to the drug store and get me something, go downstairs and get me this”—there just was no saying NO. Even as I was older and married, he would say, “Why don’t you come over, we’ll go to dinner tonight.” Well, maybe we had other plans, but we’d drop them and go.



Regardless of your age, if your parents are psychologically troubled they’re probably still telling you what to do. They maneuver, bully, criticize, and punish to control your behavior. They expect you to take care of them—to be there when they need you, to talk with them when they feel lonely or down, to live nearby or visit often. Despite your frustration, you feel sorry for them, and you dread the consequences of saying NO.




LOCKED IN

My mother is f——ing crazy! When I was a kid, none of the doors in our house had locks on them. There was no private space. Whatever I was doing—studying, even peeing—Mom interrupted. If I complained, she’d say, “Your family is more important than your homework.” Imagine that! Most parents would be thrilled to have a kid who wanted to do her homework.

When I went to college, I had to call home twice a week. Big drama if I missed a call. Sobbing, worrying that I was dead, calling the campus police to track me down—totally embarrassing. I hated talking to her, but boy did I pay for it if I missed a call.

When my father left her for his secretary—oh my god! Mom took a total nosedive. She’d call me sobbing, saying she was going to kill herself. She begged me to transfer to a college near home so I could live with her. I practically got an ulcer over saying NO to that. When I went home that spring break, we were driving on the freeway and Mom started speeding up, saying she was going to smash the car into a cement wall. I had to grab the wheel, pull the car over, change places with her, and drive her to her shrink.

Last year Mom was diagnosed with breast cancer. Her doctors say she’s going to be fine, but she hasn’t let up on me about moving back home. Every conversation starts with “since I’m not going to be around for long, I hope you’re thinking about looking for a job here.” She’s going to live forever and torture me until the end of time. I just know it.

MJ, editorial assistant

WHY SHE’S CONFLICTED ABOUT SAYING NO:

She’s even more impossible when I say NO. I feel like it’s my responsibility to deal with her even though I hate it.

ONE WAY TO SAY NO:

(To moving back home) “Mom, I was very lucky to get this job, and I don’t want to give it up. But I will be home for your birthday. Let’s talk about some things we might do while I’m there that both of us will enjoy.”







At some point you reach the end of your rope, and you decide that you’re not going to take it any more. As you prepare to say NO, what steps can you take to boost your confidence?




KILLING ME SOFTLY

My dad died when we were really little. My mom moved me and my little brothers and sister to the United States and cleaned rich people’s houses to support our family. My two brothers dropped out of school. Both of them do drugs. My sister got pregnant when she was fifteen, and my mom’s raising her kids now. My mom’s not that old, but she’s had a hard life.

It’s killing my mom to deal with all the stress of their lives, and killing me to deal with the stress of hers. My mom has a lot of medical problems that only get worse when my brothers get into trouble. She’s always giving them money—bailing them out of one crisis or another. I wish I could move to another city to get away from it all.

Maria, film editor

WHY SHE DOESN’T SAY NO:

I worry about my mom’s health. I’m afraid she’d die if I stop taking care of her.

ONE WAY TO SAY NO:

“Mom, it stresses me out when you talk about my brothers. Please tell me about you.”





Step 1. Figure out what you’re most afraid of losing.

Will your parents refuse to speak with you? Will they act out in some disastrous way? Will their hurtful remarks make you doubt the path you have taken? Will your siblings be angry at you for being honest?

Reviewing your worries helps you decide whether you can handle the NO on your own or if you need support. Check it out with somebody you trust. Ask this person if she or he thinks you have what it takes to manage your parents’ reactions without professional guidance. If you decide to seek counseling, make sure you select an experienced professional who is both sympathetic and pragmatic.



Step 2. Remind yourself why you deserve to be treated respectfully and lovingly.

Make a list of at least five reasons, such as: “I am a considerate, respectful, helpful, responsible, and supportive daughter.”



Step 3. Ask yourself how your life could be improved if you set limits on your parents’ unacceptable behavior.

Might you experience less verbal abuse? More respect? Might you feel stronger, healthier, happier? Could you conceivably find things to appreciate about your parents if they clean up their act?



Step 4. Tell yourself that your goal in setting limits with your parents is not to lose anything you value but to gain self-respect, self-confidence, and self-esteem.



Now you are ready to work on your NOs.

Begin by establishing boundaries. Some women are unable to set limits when they live near dysfunctional parents, so they move farther away. Distance does create an automatic boundary, since you aren’t immediately available for crises. Even if you live nearby, caller ID, voicemail, or an answering machine will allow you to communicate only when you’re prepared. With parents who pressure you to talk more than you’d like, consider establishing a prearranged schedule: select a specific time each week that is convenient for all parties. If they ignore the plan and call more frequently, as long as the request isn’t urgent, try waiting until the designated time to call back.

Develop a list of standardized responses to things your parents say that distress you. Post it by your phone until you have it memorized. For instance, when your mom or dad complains about something that upsets you, you might say, “This is too painful for me to talk about. Let’s talk about something else.” If your mom or dad counters with, “But you’re the only one who understands,” you can suggest speaking with a professional: “I feel like I’m at a loss to help. I think you need input from a professional who knows how to handle situations like this.” Be prepared to be repeat yourself as much as you need to.

If parents continuously complain but reject your help, act as unresourceful as they are. You’ve undoubtedly given it your best shot for years, suggesting, “Try this…Try that…How about this option…What about…,” but nothing has worked. Strangely enough, you’ll feel less distressed if you stop offering solutions that they invariably ignore. Try a new tactic: throw up your hands and say: “I haven’t a clue…You got me…That sounds really difficult…Whew, I wish I had an answer.”

All-purpose responses include: “I am sorry that you feel that way.” “Yes.” “Uh huh.” “Um.” “I hear you are frustrated.” Often you don’t even need to elaborate if you just stay with these standard replies. Listen, but don’t agree or volunteer anything, including your own feelings. If pushed, and you can’t quite get to NO, try “I don’t think so.” Again, be prepared to repeat yourself.

If your parents drink or use drugs, seek the support of Al-Anon or similar twelve-step recovery programs. Parents who abuse substances have unpredictable behavior and poor boundaries. Since they may not recall offending you if you wait to confront them, you need to set limits on the spot. Until they are clean and sober, don’t expect them to learn from past mistakes.

Make it clear that you will not tolerate abuse of any kind. Convey the message at an uncharged time. “For the record, I will not speak with you if you’ve been drinking.” “Yelling is off limits.” “I will hang up if you say mean things to me.” “If you throw things, I will leave the room until you have cooled off.” Explain that you expect an apology for the offensive behavior before you will resume the conversation. Be polite. Be firm. Be consistent.

A general rule when saying NO to difficult parents: set your sights low. Limit yourself to one or two goals each time you visit or speak with them. Congratulate yourself when you stick to your script; don’t berate yourself if you are sandbagged. Your parents know how to push your buttons—not surprising, when you consider that they installed them. Don’t expect to stymie their efforts at manipulation without making a consistent effort.

Keep in mind that unhealthy parents always want more from you than you can provide, and they are often dissatisfied with your best efforts. But with firm limits, they can learn to treat you more respectfully. Reward them for the behavior that you appreciate, and call them on it when they behave inappropriately. Your goal is not to change them into the parents you’ve always wanted, but to prevent them from further injuring you.

Speaking of injury, let’s take a closer look at parents who suffer from narcissistic personality disorder or borderline personality disorder—two psychiatric conditions that are associated with particularly punitive behavior toward anyone who attempts to set limits.

saying NO to narcissists

With narcissistic parents, it’s all about them, rarely about you. Narcissistic parents are self-absorbed, self-important, and generally oblivious to other people’s feelings or needs. They expect to be the center of attention, and they can be cruel if they don’t get what they want. They’re always right, so when you disagree, watch out: they punch below the belt. When you say NO they retaliate, because their needs always come first.

Narcissism is a lifelong pattern of behavior that is relatively immutable and affects more men than women. Although this personality disorder derives from a combination of factors, narcissism is strongly associated with having been neglected or abused as a child. Very often, as adults, narcissists create emotionally abusive environments for their spouses and children. Narcissists become enraged when confronted about their inappropriate behavior. You can sometimes stop their abuse by calling them on it, but you have to stand your ground.




REMOTE CONTROL

I come from a big Irish Catholic family and we all go to my parents’ home for Thanksgiving. It’s the one family holiday we do each year. I think we show up mainly because we feel sorry for my mom. Our dad is a belligerent, self-centered jerk. He never listens; he has no interest in anyone but himself. He belittles everything that matters to my mom.

Here’s a story that will show you what a creep he is. Last Thanksgiving, after dinner, we were all sitting in the living room watching Jeopardy. We’d been watching for about twenty minutes when Dad walked in, picked up the remote, and changed the channel to the news. There were, like, fifteen of us watching Jeopardy and they have three other TVs, and he decides he needs to watch the news on the TV we’re using. So we all got up and moved to another room to watch the end of the show.

Shannon, hospital administrator

WHY SHE’S RELUCTANT TO SET LIMITS:

You don’t know the half of it. He is vicious if you cross him. “This is my house and my TV and I paid for it and I’ll watch whatever damned program I want to watch.” If he really lets loose, then he starts on everything that’s wrong with us—and he’s very sadistic. When he’s not going after us, he lets Mom have it.





Here’s what I recommend when setting limits with narcissistic parents who, as a rule, have limited self-awareness and no desire to change:



Step 1. Enlist the support of your siblings.

Prior to a family gathering, talk with your siblings about confronting your parent when he or she is out of bounds. Agree on who will speak first, and who will be the backup person.

Shannon’s father (in “Remote Control”) was used to getting his way, but Shannon decided to challenge him the next time he was out of line. She spoke privately with her siblings, and they agreed to support her when she set limits.



Step 2. State your complaint clearly and forcefully.

Shannon’s opportunity to set a limit with her dad happened sooner than expected. Her mother had surgery. Shannon and her siblings were sitting around their mother’s hospital bed watching her favorite TV show when their father impatiently grabbed the remote and began channel surfing. Shannon got up, walked over to him, looked him straight in the eye and said, “Dad, mom is watching a program. Don’t change the channel without asking.” Two siblings echoed her request.



Step 3. When you say NO, be prepared for nastiness.

Shannon’s dad threw the remote on the bed and walked out.



Step 4. Don’t back down. Narcissists despise wimps.

Shannon and her brother followed their dad into the waiting room. He ignored them. They took turns explaining why it was unacceptable to switch channels without consulting the other family members. Shannon’s dad picked up a magazine and pretended to read while they were talking. Eventually, he returned to their mother’s hospital room acting as though nothing had happened.



Step 5. Acknowledge considerate behavior.

Shannon’s dad sat through another TV program without commandeering the remote. Later, when she was alone with him, Shannon thanked him for letting her mother choose the program.



An adult child’s instinctive response to narcissistic parents is to defer to their wishes to avoid their wrath, but narcissists will walk all over you and anyone you care about if you don’t set limits. Suffering in silence is bad for your mental health. Saying NO to injurious behaviors that damage your self-esteem or undermine your self-confidence or hurt your loved ones is a far better choice.

borderlines without boundaries

Parents who suffer from borderline personality disorder (BPD) have poor boundaries and are terrified of losing connections. Their relationships are characterized by instability, fears of abandonment, suicide attempts, and inappropriate anger. Parents with BPD experience chronic feelings of emptiness, depression, anxiety, and despair, no matter how talented or successful they are. They project their own self-hatred onto others, becoming violently enraged when they feel criticized, judged, or disappointed.

Like narcissists, most people with BPD were abandoned, neglected, or mistreated as children. The abuse, in conjunction with other factors such as genetics, personality, and upbringing, leads to emotional and behavioral patterns that are relatively fixed over time. Unlike narcissism, BPD affects more women than men.

To borderline parents, limits feel the same as rejection. If you say NO, they make you pay for it. When they do, it’s not pretty and it’s not nice. For your own well-being, you must learn to protect yourself when their behavior gets out of hand.

If you suspect that your parent has BPD, and you are trying to set limits, you may wish to seek professional help. Borderlines are desperately unhappy people whose mood changes can be entirely unpredictable. They can be verbally or physically abusive when they feel criticized. Very often, they engage in serious self-destructive behavior when you try to distance yourself. They want you to take care of them, and they will punish you for saying NO.

Knowledgeable psychotherapists who are familiar with these dynamics can help you understand your borderline parent and teach you the value of consistent communications, as well as how to avoid triggering your parent’s fears of abandonment. Therapists can also work with you to develop strategies for setting effective limits. And when a borderline parent blows through your boundaries, therapists can help you regroup and rebuild.




HOLIDAY MADNESS

I feel too guilty to avoid my mother at the holidays, even though she pretty much tortures me while I’m there. When I went home for Rosh Hashanah, the first words out of her mouth were, “You look fat in that dress. Have you gained weight?” I said I weigh the same as I always do, and I reminded her that she had given me the dress.

Mom then asked how long I was staying. I said I’d be there for four days, and then I needed to get back to work. Well, that was the kiss of death. Mom went into a major pout that lasted for my whole visit. She mentioned my departure at least ten times a day. She was very nasty about my work being more important than she is.

She turned everything into drama. She went to take a bath, and all of a sudden I heard her screaming at the top of her lungs in the bathroom. I ran to the door and she yelled at me, “Did you turn the hot water heater up? I burned myself in the bathtub. The water is too hot!” Of course she blamed me—though I had nothing to do with the water heater, or turning on the tap, or checking the temperature before she got in.

The coup de grace came my last night. She “accidentally” burned her hand while making dinner. I took her to the emergency room. She had third degree burns. Of course I couldn’t leave when I was supposed to because she needed me to drive her to the clinic to have her dressings changed.

Ellen, attorney

WHY SHE IS AFRAID TO SET LIMITS:

Look at what I’m up against—she’s suicidal whenever I leave. I’m the only one in the family who even speaks to her.

ONE WAY TO SAY NO:

(To criticism the moment Ellen walks in) “Mom, I’m going for a walk. When I return, let’s start over and greet each other in a positive way.”





saying NO to healthy parents

Psychologically healthy parents try not to make unreasonable demands. Most of the time, they are respectful, considerate, generous, affectionate, open-minded, flexible, and thoughtful. They probably have useful advice about the people you date, the way you raise their grandchildren, or the work you do, but they don’t share unless asked. Healthy parents affirm your unique interests and try to be supportive when you adopt a perspective or lifestyle that is wildly out of sync with the rest of the family. They believe in you, encourage you, and tell you not to be afraid of failure.

What’s not to love about these folks? Since they ask so little of you, you show up on most special occasions. And when you can’t, you’re sorry and they understand. That’s another characteristic of good parenting—the ability to get over disappointments, to let them go.

Healthy parents are also able to tolerate periods of greater and lesser connection with their adult children. When you were growing up, their limits were clear but not harmful. They tried to explain why they were saying NO. They also worked to ensure a relatively smooth transition from your complete dependency to your taking responsibility for your own choices. Very often, you share a respectful appreciation of one another’s strengths and imperfections, and you admire their efforts to understand your decisions and values, especially those that differ from theirs.

So what happens when your priorities conflict with your parents’ in a more dramatic way—say, they think your future spouse isn’t good enough for you, or they are lifelong Democrats and you work for a Republican politician, or you come from a very religious family and you choose not to have your children baptized? Because they care about you, your parents will probably share their concerns and hope you will reconsider. If you don’t or won’t, this may be your first really big NO.

Sound the trumpets! Roll out the guilt! It’s terribly distressing to refuse parents who’ve been so supportive. You don’t want to hurt them, nor do you want to part ways. Since you respect them, you wonder if you’re making a mistake. You worry that they might not forgive you, or that your relationship will be forever damaged.

In the following stories, we hear from four women who struggled to say NO at an important juncture when they and their parents didn’t agree.



Seeking an education and a meaningful career, U.S. Air Force Colonel Patricia Rose broke with her family tradition by going away to college.



I come from a large Catholic family in New England—Portuguese and Irish—it’s very ethnic where I come from. We were very poor. I was the fourth of six kids so by the time I came around, my parents had run out of aunts and uncles—blood relatives—to be my godparents. So they asked a young seventeen-year-old woman who sometimes babysat for us if she wanted to be my godmother. She was going to U Mass to get a degree in early childhood education. I was a little experiment for her in child development.

My godmother was always telling me, “You’re going to college some day,” but really nobody in my family had gone away to college. To leave home to go to college is very insulting in my family. It’s like, “Your home’s not good enough for you anymore?” I literally had to go behind my parents’ backs to apply for scholarships and loans. I got accepted to college without their knowledge or permission. Basically I told my father one day, “I’m going to college,” and he said, “NO, you’re not.”

I refused to back down. He didn’t talk to me for two months, he was so angry. But eventually he got over it.



Vivian Stephenson, who recently retired from the position of chief operating officer at Williams-Sonoma, grew up in Havana, Cuba. Against her family’s wishes, she moved to the United States after the revolution.



A long time ago when I was leaving Cuba after a year of Castro being in power, there was a fair amount of pressure from my family to stay. That was a very difficult NO.

First of all, I had a clear vision that I needed to leave. I didn’t want to continue to live in a country where my freedom was going to be impaired in so many ways. It was about not being able to say what you were thinking, not being able to express yourself freely in public, not being able to vote. So it was freedom along those lines and it was clear as a bell to me that I didn’t want to live in a country that had those limitations.

Even though they knew it was the right decision, my family didn’t want me to leave. It was kind of an evolutionary conversation, but still a resounding “NO, I’m leaving. My freedom is too important.”



Bettina Aptheker, women’s studies professor, University of California at Santa Cruz, was raised as a red-diaper baby. As an adult, she dreaded telling her parents that she was leaving the Communist Party.



My parents were communists. I was raised in the fifties at the height of the McCarthy period when there was terrific persecution. My father was blacklisted and there was a lot of anxiety and fear in my family. I grew up hearing him screaming from nightmares.

Probably the most difficult thing I ever did emotionally and personally was leaving the Communist Party, which I had been a member of for nineteen years. I had to tell my parents, and that was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to say NO to. I had made up my mind and there was nothing that was going to change it. It was my life. I felt like I would die if I didn’t.



Episcopal priest Jennifer Hughes’s decision to accept a faculty position in Massachusetts meant moving three thousand miles away from her parents who are very attached to her young son.



Recently my husband and I made professional choices to move to the East Coast. That meant saying NO to what my family wanted me to do. I love my family very much, and it was an extremely difficult choice because it means that my son will not be as close to his grandparents as they and we would like.

My mom, who is a well-known anthropologist and academic, tried to talk me into staying, and even though I completely understand her rationale, it was extremely difficult to say NO. But this was an opportunity that felt right to me—it was both substantive and compelling. I did what I had to do.



The process of saying NO was complicated for these four women, because in each case, the lifestyle they chose involved a geographic, philosophic, political, or emotional separation from beloved parents. Yet the hallmark of a healthy family is the ability to adapt to changing circumstances.

For other women with loving parents, getting to NO involved thoughtful soul searching about what they stood to lose and an examination of their reluctance to set limits.



Real estate developer Carol Kerley’s parents had fantasized about her wedding ceremony ever since she was a small child. She was already engaged to a man when her life took an unexpected turn and she fell in love with a woman. If she called off the wedding, Carol worried that her parents might disown her—a prospect she found intolerable.



I was engaged to a man who was in Vietnam when I fell in love with Linda. I came from a very conservative Christian background that was very homophobic. I had three brothers and I was the only girl, and my parents had this big dream of having a big wedding for me. There I was—planning my wedding—getting tapes from my fiancé with gunfire in the background, terrified he was going to die.

When he got back from Vietnam, I saw no way out. I went through with the wedding, and spent my honeymoon calling Linda every free minute, sobbing hysterically. I stayed with him almost two years. I just couldn’t let my family down or disappoint him after all he’d been through.



The angst of saying NO to healthy parents derives from the deep-seated desire to please them and the fear of losing their love. Refusing them is painful at any stage, but if you’ve made it all the way to adulthood without a major disagreement, you may be unprepared for the intensity of your distress when you don’t see eye to eye. Very often the most upsetting choices involve some sort of separation. It’s challenging to assert your needs when faced with the prospect of disconnection.

How do you work up the nerve to say NO to healthy parents? Start with the following four steps:



Step 1. Figure out what you’re most afraid of losing.

Do you worry that your parents will stop loving you? Will they no longer respect you or feel proud of you? Will they distance themselves from you? Will they stop being supportive?

Check in with a trusted friend or family member to decide if your fears are realistic and if you can handle the potential loss without professional help.



Step 2. Ask yourself what decision you would make if disappointing your parents weren’t part of the equation.

Then, rate how important this choice is to you on a scale of 10 = essential to 0 = worthless. If the score is 6 or higher, it’s time to speak up.




PRE-ADOPTION BLUES

When Liam and I finally got the news that we could go to Thailand to pick up our baby, we were ecstatic. They sent us a photo and we immediately fell in love with her. I took the health report to the pediatrician we’d picked out. The doctor was concerned about the baby’s head size. I called my mom, who had some of her pediatric neurologist colleagues look at the report. They said the same thing. Mom tried to talk us out of adopting that baby. She thought we should wait for another child: “What if the baby ends up retarded or severely dyslexic or mentally ill?”

I’ve never done anything Mom had huge objections to, but we wanted this little girl. We’d waited so long already.

Sarah, musician

WHY SHE’S AFRAID TO SAY NO TO HER MOM:

I’ve always relied on Mom whenever I’ve had a hard time. I’m afraid she won’t be there if I need her.







Step 3. Consider what you and your parents may learn when your wishes are not compatible.

For instance, you may learn that you can still respect one another even though you disagree. Or find that you can maintain the emotional closeness that has been a hallmark of your relationship. Or discover that a successful resolution to this conflict makes it easier to assert your preferences in the future.



Step 4. Tell yourself that your goal in setting limits with your parents is not to lose anything you value but to follow a path that is important to you.



The best strategy for coping with your anxiety is to talk with your parents about your wishes and concerns, to hear each other out. Disclosing your worst fears gives your parents a chance to reassure you, and listening to theirs offers you the opportunity to reassure them. Each of you will experience growing pains as you explore the unfamiliar territory of a disagreement that doesn’t have an easy solution.




A HOME OF OUR OWN

I was born when my birthmom was a teenager. She gave me up for adoption. I tracked her down when I was in college, and we’ve gotten to know each other since then. She’s sort of like a big sister/parent to me. My adoptive parents totally respect my relationship with her.

I got married last year, and my husband, who’s also a writer and who mostly works at home, doesn’t like having a lot of people around. When my birthmom visits, she sometimes stays for two weeks. My husband wants me to tell her she can’t come so often and she can only stay a week. I feel torn trying to please both of them.

Judy, journalist

WHY SHE’S AFRAID TO SAY NO TO HER BIRTHMOM:

I don’t want to lose her a second time





In “Pre-Adoption Blues,” Sarah felt conflicted about adopting a baby whose head was smaller than average, because her mother strongly objected. Sarah mustered up the courage to say she was less worried about the baby’s brain size than her mother’s withdrawal. Her mother was initially surprised that Sarah had found her so controlling. Sarah’s mom met with a rabbi to talk about why she felt so strongly that Sarah should pass on this child. At the rabbi’s suggestion, Sarah’s mom began volunteering at a school for developmentally challenged children to learn more about their special needs and talents. By the time Sarah returned from Thailand with the baby, her mom was fully on board as a grandparent. The baby is now two years old and so talkative they call her “chatty Cathy.”

In “A Home of Our Own,” Judy reconnected with her birthmother after a twenty-year separation. Understandably she is reluctant to say NO to her birthmother’s request for frequent visits, but when she examined her own feelings about the visits, Judy realized that it seemed unfair to spend more time with her birthmother than her adoptive parents. She has decided to explain to all parents—birth, adoptive, in-laws—that she and her husband would like to divide their time equally among all of them. If Judy’s birthmother is as willing to share Judy as her adoptive parents have been, Judy may become less anxious about losing her birthmother a second time.




PARTY POOPER

My parents’ thirtieth wedding anniversary is coming up this year. In their community, it’s a tradition for the kids to throw a gigantic party when their parents celebrate big anniversaries. Those parties are hugely expensive. My sisters and I can’t really afford it. My parents are already talking about the people they want to invite. I love them so much and I don’t want to make them feel bad. If we needed things they couldn’t afford when we were kids, they always found a way.

Olympia, teacher

WHY SHE’S RELUCTANT TO SAY NO TO HER PARENTS:

Their whole community will think we’re good-for-nothing daughters, so my parents will feel hurt and embarrassed in front of everyone.





Sometimes your parents don’t care nearly as much as you think they do about an event you’ve been dreading. For instance, there are many ways to celebrate birthdays and anniversaries, and most loving parents can understand budgetary constraints. Before committing to a plan, try to speak with each parent separately to get an accurate read on his or her preferences. Then, get everyone together in the same room or on the same conference call to plan the celebration.

In “PARTY POOPER,” Olympia wanted to celebrate her parents’ anniversary in a way that would make them happy, even though she couldn’t afford it. When she spoke with each parent individually about the party, her mother claimed that it was something her father wanted, and he insisted that it was her mother’s doing. During a trip home for Easter, Olympia and her sisters emphasized their appreciation for the parents’ lifelong generosity, and said they wanted to celebrate the anniversary in a way that worked for everyone. The parents settled on a small dinner party for their thirtieth, and a family trip to Greece for their thirty-fifth. Everyone agreed that five years gave them plenty of time to save up.



For most of us, saying NO to our parents is quite stressful. We never entirely outgrow the feeling of discomfort at the prospect of disappointing or losing them. Whether our parents are healthy or emotionally troubled, we want their love and approval. We worry about the conflict that might ensue if we don’t comply with their wishes. Exploring our fears about setting limits in these first relationships—with parents—lays the groundwork for understanding our reluctance to say NO in subsequent relationships—with friends, lovers, and co-workers—as I discuss in the following chapters.
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