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PRIORITIZE

“Be impeccable with your word”. So writes Don Miguel Ruiz in his landslide 
spiritual enlightenment bestseller, The Four Agreements. Make your word 
mean something. 

I am not always impeccable with my word, although it is something I understand 
the importance of and strive to honour. I have spent a lot of energy beating 
myself up about this glaring shortcoming. It meant I wasn’t honest; it meant I 
was lazy; it meant that I was a people pleaser and couldn’t say no, and therefore 
I would spend my life falling short of what I said I would do. Believe me, there 
has been a lot of shame and anguish following this line of logic. Despite all my 
efforts thus far, I continue to promise too much, to commit to things I simply 
cannot carry through on, and say yes, only to regret it later.

In my life, I have observed that most people are well intentioned and they try 
to align their actions with their words. So if we know that it is important to 
do what we say, and we honestly have no desire to disappoint or hurt others, 
then why is it sometimes so hard to do exactly what we say we are going to do? 
I would like to suggest that the idea that “talk is cheap”, and only actions count, 
may be a more complex idea than it looks at first glance. 

Some of us are prone to blurting out an offer to help. I encouraged the cab 
driver on the way to the airport this morning, now she has sent me an email 
and has asked me to have a look at her fitness routine. With four kids, and a 
vibrant career, it’s hard to find the twenty minutes I need to return her email, 
and so I risk disappointing another person. I have to ask myself, would it have 
been better to not engage in the conversation in the first place? Would it have 
been better to have spent the time in the cab encouraging Jane in her fitness 
program and then, when she asked for some follow up, to say something like,  
“I would like to help, but I just don’t have time to follow up with a personal 
email; however here is a fitness trainer you can meet with.” As I write this,  
I know this would have been a better approach. 

My partner is almost pathologically helpful. There has never been a time when 
I have been walking downtown with him, when he hasn’t helped somebody 
with their bags, helped an elderly person manage a car door, or given 
directions to a tourist. As the owner of GoodLife Fitness, he has been known 
to offer memberships and personal training to people he meets in line to get 
coffee. Last night, at a club opening, he committed a free membership to a 
friend of his special needs daughter. Now he will have to write several emails 
to organize this small act of kindness. He doesn’t have time, and sometimes 
other things slip through the cracks, because of his spontaneous need to say 
“yes”.  Most of the time he is able to follow through with help, but sometimes 
his schedule and his other commitments simply don’t allow for it.  

In the past, I would say yes to people far too often. If someone I was speaking 
with shared a problem they were having, and I knew I could help them, and 
perhaps they even asked for my help, I would very often say “yes”.  It feels  
good to say yes; it feels good to offer a helping hand and share something of 
what you know. However, when we can’t follow through, we inadvertently 
disappoint people and erode our personal integrity.

My problem is I want to help people in the moment, but I’m also extremely pro-
tective of my time. With four kids, a personal mandate to positively influence 
childhood health and fitness, and a passion for so many varied things, time is 
my scarcest commodity. After years of pushing myself to exhaustion, I will no 
longer compromise my health and happiness to get everything done. 
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Years ago, I was given a piece of advice I refer back to again 
and again. A woman who is a successful entrepreneur and a 
mother said to me, “You can have it all, but you just can’t have it 
all at once.” Then she offered me something to consider before 
saying yes to anything that required my time: “If you say yes, 
what are you saying no to?”  That forced me always to complete 
the sentence. If I said yes to speak to a group of Olympic  
athletes on Saturday morning, what was I saying no to? Last 
week, this meant that I missed a day of our family weekend, 
something that I did because my desire to support these  
young athletes outweighed family time for that one day. Even 
though I was sad to miss a family ski day, I was happy to have 
given of myself so fully to those aspiring Olympians.   

A story from my own training days stands out in my mind… 
Jack Donohue (a basketball coach), drove all night after the  
fog made it impossible to fly from Calgary to Vancouver, to 
inspire us twenty-five upcoming Olympians. I will never forget 
his words: “Ask yourself, are you committed or involved?  
Think of an egg and ham breakfast. The chicken is involved; 
the pig is committed!” Perhaps I need to remember Jack more 
often, and how he did not allow weather conditions to prevent 
him from speaking to this small group of soon-to-be multiple 
Olympic medallists. 

There are some things that I absolutely always keep my 
commitments to. Speaking for instance – I am absolutely 
committed to my clients and to my audience when I agree  
to a speaking engagement. The only time I have ever cancelled 
a speaking engagement is when my voice gave out on me  
and I was literally unable to speak. 

And there are other areas in my life where I am always 
impeccable with my word. When I promise time together 
with my kids, or a night when they can have friends over, or a  
special outing, I almost always follow through. So why is it so 
hard in other areas?

Just as I am very intentional about what I commit to in certain 
areas of my life, I need to be just as clear and intentional to 
what I commit to in any and all areas of my life. When someone 
asks for help, I may need to ask myself, “What am I saying no 
to?” I can continue to share my knowledge and wisdom, but I 
can also, without apology, put a limit on what I am able to give. 

From my experience, an important aspect to ensuring that you 
do what you say, and say what you do, is around processing 
through an idea before committing to it. I often talk about 
an idea long before I take action on the idea. The process of 
speaking through an idea is a powerful one for me. Articulating 
the idea is a part of the creative process. I put my idea out 
there, I move it around a little bit, and I speak it out loud and 
monitor how much it scares me. Am I scared or am I utterly 
terrified? Terrified might mean it is not the right idea, or 
that I am not quite ready. Scared – well that is just all in a 
days work. Sometimes once I speak an idea out loud, and say,  
“I’m thinking of doing this,” I get really strong feedback from 
people that know and love me. They provide perspectives that 
are insightful and sometimes help me understand the “why” 
that is not yet quite clear to me. For example, they may help 
me see that there could be another way of satisfying this need 
without starting a whole new project. 

Last year, I talked to my friends about starting my own 
magazine with a focus on wellness. My friends pointed out 
that I could achieve many of the same things without actually 
undertaking the huge job of publishing a magazine. Why don’t 
you write for different magazines? You could build up 
an online audience, or start offering workshops? 
These were all some of the great ideas I got 
from my friends.

A lot of the ideas that I get incredibly 
enthusiastic about are entirely prema-
ture. I think about and explore them 
well before I am ready to bring 
them to life. There are some 
ideas that I have talked about 
for twenty years, and I am 
just now realizing them. So 
does this twenty-year gap 
illustrate that I lack con-
fidence, or perhaps have 
a terrible problem with 
procrastination? I would 
like to shorten the time 
it takes between devel-
oping a passion, shaping 
a dream, and realizing 
a dream. After all, taking 
consistent steps toward a 
dream is your best bet for 
realizing that dream. So, is 
talk really cheap, or is this talk-
ing actually a valuable part of the 
longer creative process?  

The talk for me is part of the “psyching 
up” that is sometimes necessary before I’m 
ready to take action. I try an idea on for size; I start 
imagining myself achieving what I have just spoken; I start to 
look for information as I voice what I want. Sometimes when 
I voice what I want, I discover that I don’t really want it. Most 
of the time though, talking about something I want to achieve 
well before I achieve it, begins to clarify my goal in my own 
mind. It starts for me a process of making choices that lead 
me to eventually achieving that thing I talked through so much.  

Action is incredibly important, and it can take unexpected 
forms. Consider, for example, if you care about AIDS in Africa, 
what are you doing about it? If you are signing up for a  
volunteer mission, you may be moving from empathy to 
action. You may be formulating a plan on ways you can 
make a difference by what organizations and businesses you 
can support right here at home. Sometimes action can be  
invisible, but it is happening in a shifting of your mindset; in 
the subtle choices you are making, or how you are beginning to 
imagine the future.

Sometimes I have the opposite problem, and launch myself into 
something half-cocked. It usually flows something like this:  
I find something I want to do; I promise myself and/or others 
that I will; and, prematurely dive in, head first without a proper 

plan, or the appropriate experience, without knowing what 
obstacles lie before me. As much as I am a proponent 

of leaping, this has gotten me into situations 
several times in the past, where I disappoint 

others, and go back on my word, because  
I simply fail. Not a good feeling. 

These past experiences of leaping 
prematurely have made me a 

little more patient at gather-
ing information and doing 

the ground work before 
attempting something 

really ambitious. This 
always has to be 
balanced with the 
importance of al-
lowing passion and 
enthusiasm to build, 
and selling others 
on a concept before 
launching it. To sell 

a vision – something 
you truly believe in 

– you have to be a bit 
audacious and bold, and 

also recognize there is  
always a chance you will  

not succeed.

So in my books, sometimes I don’t 
always do what I say, not through lack 

of effort, or lack of commitment, but because 
the do is something less tangible, and more aspirational  
and visionary. There is a balance to be struck.  

I am working on developing more personal integrity through 
being a little more realistic about what I say I can do, and 
letting others know that talking about an idea is my way of 
formulating an idea fully. Being impeccable with my word 
has become a personal resolution through the writing of this 
article. None of us will ever be perfect, but we can all be a  
little more thoughtful about when we say yes, how we make 
our promises, and aim to have our actions reflect what we  
care about most.

Silken Laumann is a four-time Olympic medallist, a 
dreamer, and one of Canada’s top inspirational speakers.

“You can have it all, 
but you just can’t  

have it all at once.” 

 “If you say yes,  
what are you saying  

no to?”


