
“NO!” 
 How to lead when they don’t want to follow

“A leader takes people where they want to go. A great leader takes 
people where they don’t necessarily want to go, but ought to be.” 

1. It’s Not About You

2. Make It About Them

3. Acknowledge the Boundaries

It is not uncommon for those we lead (especially youth) to respond negatively when 
asked to do something. How we respond often makes all the difference. Below are 

three tools that might help you be the great leader they need.

- Rosalyn Carter, former First Lady

When those we lead tell us “no”, it is easy to 
put the spotlight on us: “Don’t they know how 

much I am sacrificing? I don’t want to do it 
either! You are just making it harder for me!”

When the spotlight is on us, 
we are not not seeing the 
real problem and, more 
importantly, we are not 

seeing the solution.

Just like you wouldn’t just 
walk into someone’s house, 

you can’t just barge in to a 
conversation. Ring the doorbell 
and let them use their agency. 

They are much more likely to 

listen if you do.

Ring the Doorbell

“Hey, can we chat for a second?” 
“Would you mind if I took a second?” 

“Can I talk to you real quick?”

Seek to understand Empathize
If they can tell that you really 

want to understand where they 
are coming from and what they 
are feeling, they will be much 

more likely to follow you.

“Can you help me see where you’re 
coming from?” 

“It seems like you’re feeling _______. 
What’s going on?” 

“Help me see this from your 
perspective…”

Knowing what they feel is 
important. Connecting with them 
THROUGH that feeling brings a 

level of trust and confidence that 
nothing else can.

“I totally get it. I feel that way a lot 
too.” 

“I think I would feel exactly the same 
if I were in your shoes.” 

“You know, I’m actually feeling the 
same thing right now…”

Whether we set them or they are 
set for us, there are boundaries 

we cannot cross:

Two-deep leadership 
Physical/emotional safety  
Budget needs 
Ethical/legal concerns 
Camp/facility rules 
Etc.

“One reason we have been asked to 
_____ is to keep you safe. Does that 

make sense?” 

“It’s a difficult policy to keep, but it 
allows us to _____. You get that, 

right?”

While people usually resist boundaries and limits, they also thrive in 
the safety, structure, and self-regulation they provide. Acknowledge 
these boundaries from the perspective of the benefits they provide.*

“It would be awesome if we could 
_____, but we want to have budget to 

do fun things later. Sound good?” 

“One of the rules we have been asked 
to follow is _____. It is frustrating, but 

helps us…”

*These conversations are much more effective as reminders. Tell them the boundaries early and often.


