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How to Say No in Japanese: A Complete Guide to Polite Refusal

When learning Japanese, one of the most challenging aspects for beginners is mastering the art of refusal. In

English, saying “no” can be as simple as a single word, but in Japanese culture, the way you decline can say a lot

about your respect, humility, and social awareness. Whether you’re traveling in Japan, working with Japanese

colleagues, or simply expanding your language skills, understanding how to say no in a way that feels natural and

respectful is essential.

In this guide, we’ll explore the nuances of saying no in Japanese, from everyday expressions to formal business

etiquette. We’ll cover:

•  The cultural context behind Japanese refusals

•  Common phrases and their appropriate usage

•  Polite alternatives and the art of softening a “no”

•  Non �verbal cues that accompany refusals

•  Practical examples and role �play scenarios

•  Tips for avoiding misunderstandings

By the end of this article, you’ll be equipped to navigate refusals with confidence, showing respect for both the

language and the culture.

1. Why Saying No Is Different in Japanese Culture

Japanese society places a high value on harmony (wa) and face �saving. A direct “no” can be perceived as abrupt,

rude, or confrontational. Instead, Japanese speakers often use indirect or nuanced ways to decline, allowing the

other person to preserve their dignity. This cultural backdrop shapes how we learn to say no, and why it’s crucial to

understand the subtleties before you start speaking.

1.1 The Importance of Context

Context dictates the level of politeness you should use. For example, a casual friend can be more straightforward

than a senior manager. Understanding the hierarchy and the situation helps you choose the right expression.

1.2 The Role of Non �Verbal Communication

In Japan, body language, tone, and even silence carry meaning. A slight bow, a gentle tone, or a pause can soften

a refusal. Being aware of these non �verbal signals is just as important as the words you choose.

2. Basic Phrases for Saying No

Below are the most common ways to say no in Japanese, grouped by formality and context. Each phrase is

presented with pronunciation guides and example sentences.

2.1 Direct “No” – 0D0D0H (iie)

While “0D0D0H” is technically a direct “no,” it is still used in many situations because it is neutral and respectful. It’s

appropriate for everyday conversations, when answering questions, or when the situation is informal.



1.  Question: 0]0Œ0g0D0D0g0Y0Kÿ� (Sore de ii desu ka?) – Is that okay?

2.  Answer: 0D0D0H0�0a0‡0c0h… (Iie, chotto…) – No, a little…

2.2 Polite “No” – 0D0D0H0�}PiË0g0Y (iie, kekkou desu)

Adding “}PiË0g0Y” (kekkou desu) means “that’s fine” or “I’m good.” This phrase is polite and often used when declining

invitations or offers.

1.  0T0a0]0F0U0~0g0W0_0� (Gochisousama deshita.) – Thank you for the meal.

2.  0D0D0H0�}PiË0g0Y0� (Iie, kekkou desu.) – No, I’m good.

2.3 Softening “No” – 0a0‡0c0h… (chotto…)

Starting a sentence with “0a0‡0c0h” (chotto) signals that you’re about to refuse but want to do so gently.

1.  f�eå0�O�0H0~0Y0Kÿ� (Ashita, aemasu ka?) – Can we meet tomorrow?

2.  0a0‡0c0h0�•`0D0n0g… (Chotto, tooi node…) – It’s a bit far, so…

2.4 Formal Refusal – u30WŠ30B0Š0~0[0“0L0�ÿ^ (Moushiwake arimasen ga, …)

“u30WŠ30B0Š0~0[0“” (moushiwake arimasen) expresses a sincere apology. This phrase is ideal for business or formal contexts.

1.  u30WŠ30B0Š0~0[0“0L0�SÂR 0g0M0~0[0“0� (Moushiwake arimasen ga, sanka dekimasen.) – I’m sorry, but I cannot attend.

2.  0Tg�_…0kl¿0H0Z0�u30WŠ30B0Š0~0[0“0� (Go kitai ni soezuni, moushiwake arimasen.) – I’m sorry for not meeting your expectations.

2.5 Casual “No” – 0D0„ (iya) / 0`0• (dame)

These words are more informal and can feel abrupt if used in the wrong setting. They’re suitable among close

friends or peers.

1.  0]0Œ0�0„0Š0_0Dÿ� (Sore, yaritai?) – Do you want to do that?

2.  0D0„0�0„0Š0_0O0j0D0� (Iya, yaritakunai.) – No, I don’t want to.

3. Common Situations and How to Respond

Below are typical scenarios you’ll encounter, with recommended phrases and cultural tips.

3.1 Declining an Invitation to a Party

Scenario: A coworker invites you to a team dinner.

1.  Invitation: NÊ•1g+0�˜ò0•O�0kˆL0M0~0[0“0Kÿ� (Konshuumatsu, nomikai ni ikimasen ka?) – Want to go to a drinks gathering this weekend?

2.  Polite Decline: u30WŠ30B0Š0~0[0“0L0�eâ0kNˆ[š0L0B0Š0~0Y0� (Moushiwake arimasen ga, sudeni yotei ga arimasu.) – I’m sorry, but I already have plans.

3.2 Refusing a Gift

Japanese culture places a strong emphasis on gift-giving. When refusing a gift, it’s important to express gratitude

first.

1.  Gift Offer: 0S0Œ0�0i0F0^0� (Kore, douzo.) – Here, take this.

2.  Grateful Refusal: 0B0Š0L0h0F0T0V0D0~0Y0�0g0‚0�S×0QSÖ0Œ0~0[0“0� (Arigatou gozaimasu. Demo, uketoremasen.) – Thank you, but I cannot accept it.

3.3 Saying No to a Favor

Scenario: A friend asks you to borrow a large sum of money.

1.  Request: 0J‘Ñ0’P�0Š0f0‚0D0D0g0Y0Kÿ� (Okane o karite mo ii desu ka?) – Can I borrow money?

2.  Soft Decline: 0a0‡0c0h0�–ã0W0D0g0Y0m0� (Chotto, muzukashii desu ne.) – It’s a bit difficult, isn’t it?

3.4 Declining a Business Proposal



In a business setting, it’s crucial to maintain professionalism.

1.  Proposal: 0S0n0×0í0¸0§0¯0È0’N�}Ò0k•20•0~0[0“0Kÿ� (Kono purojekuto o issho ni susumemasen ka?) – Shall we collaborate on this project?

2.  Formal Decline: u30WŠ30B0Š0~0[0“0L0�sþfBp¹0g0oSÂR 0g0M0~0[0“0� (Moushiwake arimasen ga, genjiten dewa sanka dekimasen.) – I’m sorry, but I cannot 

participate at this time.

4. Techniques to Make “No” Sound Polite

Even if you use the correct phrase, the tone and body language can alter how it’s perceived. Here are key

techniques to keep in mind.

4.1 Use a Soft Tone

Japanese speakers often lower their voice when refusing to soften the impact. A gentle tone signals respect.

4.2 Add a Brief Explanation

Providing a short reason helps the other person understand and reduces potential offense.

4.3 Pair with a Thank �You

Starting with gratitude (“0B0Š0L0h0F0T0V0D0~0Y”) and ending with a polite apology (“u30WŠ30B0Š0~0[0“”) balances the conversation.

4.4 Use a Slight Bow or Nod

Non �verbal cues reinforce politeness. A small bow when saying “0D0D0H” can convey sincerity.

5. Common Mistakes to Avoid

Even native speakers sometimes make errors when refusing. Avoid these pitfalls to keep your interactions smooth.

5.1 Over �Directness

Using “0D0„” or “0`0•” in formal settings can be perceived as rude.

5.2 Over �Apologizing

While apologies are important, excessive apologizing can seem insincere or overly submissive.

5.3 Ignoring Hierarchy

Using casual language with superiors can breach etiquette. Always gauge the relationship before choosing your

words.

5.4 Neglecting Non �Verbal Cues

A flat tone or stiff posture can undermine a polite phrase. Remember that body language is part of the

communication.

6. Role �Play Scenarios for Practice

Practice is key. Try these dialogues and repeat them out loud.

6.1 At a Restaurant

Waiter: OU0k0W0~0Y0Kÿ� (Nani ni shimasu ka?) – What will you order?

You: 0Y0•0~0[0“0�NÊeå0o0a0‡0c0h•›0D0‚0n0o˜ß0y0‰0Œ0~0[0“0� (Sumimasen, kyou wa chotto karai mono wa taberaremasen.) – Sorry, I can’t eat spicy food today.

6.2 In a Classroom



Teacher: 0‚0c0hvzˆh0W0f0•0~0[0“0Kÿ� (Motto happyou shite mimasen ka?) – Would you like to give a presentation?

Student: u30WŠ30B0Š0~0[0“0L0�0~0`n–P™0L0g0M0f0D0~0[0“0� (Moushiwake arimasen ga, mada junbi ga dekite imasen.) – I’m sorry, but I’m not ready yet.

6.3 At a Social Gathering

Friend: NÊY�0�N�}Ò0kf u;0’‰‹0kˆL0M0~0[0“0Kÿ� (Kon'ya, issho ni eiga o mi ni ikimasen ka?) – Want to go watch a movie tonight?

You: 0a0‡0c0h0�NÊfi0oNˆ[š0L0B0‹0n0g0� (Chotto, konban wa yotei ga aru node.) – It’s a bit busy for me tonight.

7. Cultural Tips for Long �Term Learning

Beyond the phrases, immersing yourself in Japanese culture helps you internalize the nuances of refusal.

7.1 Observe Native Speakers

Watch Japanese dramas, news, or YouTube videos. Notice how people say no in different contexts.

7.2 Practice with Native Speakers

Language exchanges or tutors can give instant feedback on your tone and phrasing.

7.3 Read Japanese Etiquette Guides

Books like “Japanese Etiquette: The 100 Key Rules” provide deeper insights into social norms.

7.4 Use Language Apps with Cultural Notes

Apps such as Duolingo, Tandem, or HelloTalk often include cultural explanations for phrases.

8. Summary of Key Phrases

Here’s a quick reference for the most essential expressions.

•  0D0D0H (iie) – Direct “no” (neutral)
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