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INTRODUCTION
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I am perhaps obsessed with apologies. As a psychologist, I find them crucial in my work with people. I pore over books on the subject and study religious texts. For years, I’ve collected apology stories. I clip them from newspapers, old-school style, and keep them in a box under my desk.


Recently, the stack has grown fast.


During the #MeToo movement, we’ve watched the march of shame across our newsfeeds by high-profile men accused of sexual misconduct. The examination of apologies has become a national pastime and given “I’m sorry” the weight of a political act. Whether they are from heads of state who relay their official remorse for governmental mistreatment of citizens or from well-known figures in front of microphones who regret their deception, sexual misconduct, and other trust-breaking behavior—we tweet and post, debate and dissect the sincerity and effectiveness of these public statements. We’ve made such a sport of apologies that the New York Times has presented us with a “Choose Your Own Public Apology” column with fill-in-the-blank options.1 For all our public dialogue, however, the apologies themselves don’t seem to be getting much better.


Right now, we are in an extended moment of public attention focused on saying “I’m sorry,” but the value of apologies is timeless and universal. We need good ones in our personal lives every bit as much as we need them in public discourse. Each time we face another person’s injury with courage and humility, we heal individual hurt. When we apologize, we restore damaged connections. We reduce our isolation and shame, and we make our relationships stronger. We build a kinder and more civil society.


So, if apologies are so useful and important, why are we so bad at them?


Of the hundreds of patients I’ve worked with, many struggle with how to apologize well—as do many of the people I know outside my practice. I, too, have missed opportunities and made my share of poor attempts to repair mistakes. For a myriad of cultural and psychological reasons, apologizing well is really hard to do. Human perceptual and cognitive biases make seeing our own mistakes and their effects on other people challenging. Most of us labor under misconceptions and myths about apologies, including the idea that our intentions determine our effects on other people. That is, if I didn’t mean to hurt you, you can’t be hurt. Or we subscribe to the now-historic Hollywood notion that “love means never having to say you’re sorry.” Further, we rarely see public figures modeling good apologies.


Many of us make no attempt to apologize when we should, and when we do, it’s often in ways that inflame the situation or, at best, only partially heal the damage. But the good news is that each of us has the capacity to make an effective apology. One of the biggest, most universal roadblocks is a simple lack of technique. That’s why I wrote this book.


* * *


My journey toward developing an apology technique began in childhood. In the face of chaos and neglect, including three years I spent in an orphanage, I did what children often do: I tried to control what I could control. When I couldn’t fix the unpredictable world around me, I learned to mend physical things. I replaced errant buttons and glued shattered dishes back together. Even as a child, I had trouble tolerating waste. I held on to broken things long before I learned that relationships, too, can be salvaged rather than discarded.


Although I was unaware of it at the time, that early effort was good preparation for becoming a psychologist. My faith that hurt can be repaired undergirds my approach to psychotherapy as well as my personal philosophy. I serve as a “hope merchant.” I can see possible favorable outcomes, and I can help people journey through thorny terrain to reach them.


Earlier in my career, though, I was at a loss when grappling with the unresolved cracks between people. Just out of college, I worked with a woman who lived in extreme isolation because she couldn’t face the family she’d “let down way too many times.” I was puzzled and frustrated that she didn’t respond to her family’s attempts to connect with her, but I didn’t know how to help her move through her shame. Months later, she killed herself. I’ll never forget the stunning sense of wastefulness I felt. Her life was lost because she couldn’t face and mend what she’d damaged.


Soon after, in graduate school, I worked with a couple who’d spent almost three decades unhappily stewing about the husband’s flirtation with another woman during their first pregnancy. I could teach them to communicate better, but I didn’t know yet how to help them face their stubborn resistance and resentment so that they could heal this foundational wound.


Throughout my training, I met other couples stymied by hurt they couldn’t get past and individuals who were as troubled by their own harmful behavior as they were wounded by others’. Psychotherapy usually addresses a person’s internal experience of hurt, not the pain or guilt from having hurt other people. I found no supervisor I could turn to or book I could consult that focused on the problem of addressing one’s own responsibility for mistakes and wrongdoing.


Again and again, I saw how unhealed hurt between people hardened into bitterness and judgment. I saw how unprocessed guilt darkened into chronic shame and low self-esteem. I saw how rifts between people seemed impossible to reach across and so resulted in unhappiness and loneliness. At its worst, failing to mend relationships led to dangerous levels of isolation.


Public health research suggests that weak social connections can be as harmful to a person’s life span as heavy smoking and more damaging than obesity. The social and emotional support our close relationships provide improves everything from stress management to lung function2 and coronary heart disease.3 Despite the value of relationships to our physical and psychological health, many people do not have or maintain them. In 2018, the United Kingdom appointed its first minister for loneliness to address the needs of the many British citizens who report that they are often or always lonely.4 In the United States, up to 40 percent of Americans over the age of forty-five suffer from chronic loneliness.5 Vivek Murthy, the former US surgeon general, referred to loneliness as “a growing health epidemic.”6


In the 1980s, during my clinical fellowship at Harvard Medical School, I began to encounter ideas that would eventually lead to my apology model. My training occurred during a time of transformational thinking in psychology. New, field-changing research findings challenged Lawrence Kohlberg’s long-dominant theory that a person reached the height of morality when he or she acted according to “universal ethical principles” (a set of internalized, abstract codes of conduct). Carol Gilligan, who had worked at Harvard with Dr. Kohlberg, published her now-famous findings that women held themselves to different standards than the male subjects Dr. Kohlberg had mainly studied. Her female subjects evaluated whether an action was right or wrong according to whether it harmed or helped another person—what Dr. Gilligan called an “ethic of care.”7 Morality was not purely an interior, individual phenomenon, but also a social one based in our connections to others.


At the same time, the theory of self psychology was taking the psychoanalytic world by storm. Psychiatrist Heinz Kohut, a refugee from Nazi Austria, developed a model in which the therapist had to be radically empathic for any hurt the patient experienced in the course of therapy. He argued that the hurt was real and healing it could lead to important progress. The therapist’s task was to listen and empathize in order to help the person heal.8


This was also the era when psychiatrist Jean Baker Miller and her colleagues at Wellesley College’s Stone Center for Research on Women formulated new understandings of both psychological development and psychological health, ones that centered around connections between people. Their “relational” model challenged the conventional understanding that the goal of human development was individuation and that most other people could be considered potential competitors.9


These ideas provided the clinical guideposts I followed in my exploration of how relationships hurt and heal us. Along the way, I became fascinated by the radical courage and care that seemed necessary for mending damaged connections. Across decades, in thousands of hours of psychotherapy sessions, I began to see openings, opportunities for brave souls to recognize an injury they’d caused and to reach across a chasm of hurt toward someone on the other side. With growing hope that interpersonal pain might be reparable, I asked about those possibilities more directly. An estranged daughter recognized that, in addition to her father’s “fault” for their difficulties, her unkindness had contributed to their rift. A patient spoke about his friend’s perspective on a recent conflict between them.


Breaches often could be approached and sometimes mended. I learned first to recognize and then to encourage steps that repaired hurt between people. A husband could suddenly stop his countercomplaints against his partner and offer a sincere apology. A woman considered ways to make up for having missed her angry sister’s birthday celebration. A couple tried to rebuild trust after unfaithfulness.


In contrast to the dark and lonely outcomes from avoiding an apology or the messy blowback from an inadequate one, I witnessed a deep spiritual lifting of burdens and an opening of hearts when people faced a previous hurt with courage and humility. Their relationships didn’t just recover; they grew stronger.


An apology may be a small-scale event between people, but it’s enormously powerful. We’ve all done something wrong or made a mistake or insulted someone—even if by accident. We’ve all been hurt and wanted the other person to help us heal. Maybe you’ve experienced a family disagreement that didn’t get resolved and resulted in painful distance between siblings or with your parents or children. Maybe you’ve suffered the tension of unaddressed resentment with your partner. Maybe a dear friend is no longer so close because of an injury that seemed too uncomfortable to talk about. Or perhaps you’re one of the millions of Americans staring across a cultural or political gulf at your loved ones on the other side, feeling uncertain and hurt. Aside from actual abuse situations, these circumstances can be faced and fixed.


It is counterintuitive, perhaps, but the breaches themselves aren’t the real issue; our inability to fix them is what causes us trouble. It’s the failure to learn from one another and our missteps that keeps us from developing the resilient relationships we long for and need. We don’t really require a study or government official to show us that failure to mend breaks in relationships with partners, children, siblings, parents, colleagues, and friends hurts us in all kinds of ways. What we haven’t understood is how to fix the problem. Until now.


So, what words and deeds actually repair broken trust and heal us, our relationships, and our societies? What, essentially, is a good apology? I’ve written this book to answer that question.


Based on decades of clinical work, and incorporating religious tradition, legal thought, social justice concepts, and psychological science, I developed a four-step model of apology that’s accessible and straightforward. The technique is informed by research that has studied people as varied as high-performing CEOs and incarcerated criminals, the science of how often humans make mistakes, and observations of how our brains operate under stress. Perhaps equally important, it’s based on commonsense actions that you don’t have to be an expert to take. I don’t mean to say that apologizing is a piece of cake. But there is a way to make amends that leaves everyone feeling better.


Spelled out in simple steps, my model will show you how to understand the other person’s hurt, to express your regret, to make the harm right, and to prevent it from happening again.


In A Good Apology: Four Steps to Make Things Right, you will see real people’s brave efforts to make repairs to damaged relationships, across many spheres of life and many types of connections. You may be most interested in




▪how to heal a relationship with another person,


▪how to resolve family conflicts,


▪how to mediate conflicts so business teams work better,


▪how to heal breaches due to divisive political disagreements,


▪how to best contribute to social justice work, or


▪how to teach children to make better, more real apologies.





No matter where your interests lie, A Good Apology will help you understand why it’s so important to apologize, as well as why it’s so hard. Stories of personal attempts to mend relationships, along with compelling research findings, will illustrate the positive power of the four-step apology model. Within relationships, these steps can rectify wrongs, reduce resentment, salvage connections, and foster greater intimacy. For yourself, they can ease shame, enhance self-esteem, and make you a healthier and happier person. Ultimately, you can cultivate an attitude of more compassionate accountability, that is, holding yourself and others responsible for missteps while maintaining a kind and humane approach to the important people in your life.









PART I


APOLOGIZING IS TOO HARD TO
DO AND TOO IMPORTANT NOT TO









CHAPTER 1


Why Apologize?
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A good apology can be an intimate effort or an international exchange. Its importance lies both in its immediate effects and in its long-lasting impact on a relationship of any kind—friendship, marriage, family, nations, or institutional, religious, or ethnic groups. Not only does an effective apology restore balance to a relationship, it changes patterns and creates new possibilities. Every successful resolution builds on the benefits of previous ones, but, by the same token, after every missed chance to repair harm, the costs add up. Not having a workable way to say “I’m sorry” to the relevant person(s) can lead to long cycles of mistrust and conflict. For an individual, righting a wrong creates better psychological and spiritual health, whereas the buildup of guilt that isn’t expiated becomes a burden for the spirit. Within relationships, a failure to make amends can set in motion negative patterns of resentment and distance.


When Lisa and Philip sat in my office at our first meeting, the space between the two red armchairs they occupied seemed to expand into leagues of distance. They didn’t look at each other and didn’t address each other. Their presenting problem was near-constant bickering, which they readily reproduced for me, even while referring to the other in the third person. Their habitual arguing rarely led to conclusions. Irritable, unsatisfying exchanges had become their primary form of conversation.


Lisa and Philip were both in their midthirties, each with a wide circle of friends, steady connections, large families, and generally satisfactory jobs. Originally, they had planned to have children but hadn’t been able to reach a decision about actually starting a family. Recently, when the word “divorce” came up in an argument, it had scared them both into seeking therapy. They were genuinely mystified about how they’d landed in this frustrating, distant marriage.


I asked about the beginning of their relationship, before they’d gotten married four years earlier. They both brightened. Philip described their shared pleasure in bowling and line dancing.


As he spoke, Lisa smiled and, almost interrupting him, spoke to him for the first time in my presence: “Yeah, remember when we discovered we liked to do the same dorky things?”


He nodded and they told me, in unison, “It was great!”


For a moment, we all sat silent. Their striking shift, from very distant to quite united, was unmistakable.


I asked them when things had changed. Neither knew, but tension crept back into both their voices as they described the beginning of their married years.


Lisa: “We couldn’t agree about anything, even where to hang pictures.”


Philip quickly followed with, “Yeah, she always criticized how I did it.”


“He never asked for my opinion before he went ahead and drove in a nail.”


He scowled and spoke to her: “You never volunteered to help, did you?”


“I can use a hammer, too. But you never included me.”


“Did you really care about the pictures?”


“No, Phil, I really didn’t care.” Her voice dropped. “I really don’t care.”


A heavy, unhappy silence. Then, to me, Lisa said with a sigh, “I finally gave up and let him do it however he wanted.”


“But she never stopped complaining about it.”


I intervened. “This sounds like an argument you’ve had before, maybe not just about the placement of artwork.”


Philip: “All the time.”


Lisa: “If we’re talking at all.”


Philip: “Yeah, we just stop talking after a while. The arguments don’t really end.”


Lisa, more slowly: “I’ve just never understood why we can’t have things between us the way they were before we got married.” The couple had been together for several years before their marriage and had happily spent most of their free time together.


Each aspect of their married life seemed to reflect the same maddening motif: Each time they encountered conflict, they eventually gave up without resolution. Frustration and resentment grew.


The more I inquired about the change in their relationship, the more Lisa fidgeted and twisted Kleenex in her hands. When Philip mentioned their wedding itself, she held her right hand in front of her eyes. Tears ran slowly down her cheeks. Philip turned to me and shrugged, puzzled. Her unhappiness was palpable, but neither of them could tell me what she was crying about.


They agreed to return. I framed our task as trying to understand the puzzle of what changed for them and whether it had something to do with their wedding.


In our next sessions, Lisa could only cry and cover her face at first, embarrassed by such strong feelings. Over time she began, haltingly, to relate pieces of their wedding weekend. Finally, she articulated her painful disappointment with how Philip acted, especially on the night of his bachelor party. He’d returned to the hotel disheveled and smelling of perfume. As she related, she had tried to talk with him about it late that night as well as the following morning, but he’d been inebriated and hungover, respectively. Both times he’d been irritated by her questions. At the wedding reception, there had been much laughing and smirking among the groomsmen, and Lisa had grown increasingly unhappy. On their honeymoon, she’d brought up the subject again, but he had waved off her concerns, telling her not to be ridiculous.


In my office, Philip listened silently to her story, but when she stopped, he finally burst out with, “You’ve been holding a grudge all this time? Why didn’t you say something?”


Lisa was visibly taken aback by his question and answered slowly that she just now realized she’d avoided even thinking about their wedding for years. She pointed out that she’d never ordered wedding photographs and had given away her dress.


Philip shook his head slowly. “Wow.”


“Yeah, ever since, at our friends’ weddings, I think I always drink too much.”


“You think?”


“Yes.” She ignored his sarcasm. “And I usually stay as far away from Philip as possible.”


Another silence as that sad realization sank in.


“So, you argue with me about everything but don’t talk to me about this.” Philip’s accusation had a bitter edge, the feeling that comes from finding out you might be blamed for something you’d been unaware of.


I stepped in. “You may be right, Philip. Maybe that’s why you fight about everything else.” Their habit of squabbling seemed to develop as a sort of placeholder for communication they hadn’t been able to have. It was the indication that things were not good between them, but, like many such relationship warnings, it presented itself in an unknown language.


I continued, “What about this old hurt, though? You two never healed it, never even had a conversation about it. It began like a small infection and stayed, untreated, in your system.”


“So, what now? What can we do now?” Still perturbed, Philip turned toward his wife and said, “So I’m supposed to tell you I’m sorry after all this time?”


She shrugged slowly, at a loss.


Earlier in my career, I might have agreed that the opportunity for apology had long ago passed and that our task was to help Lisa move on. But by the time I met Philip and Lisa, I knew that it’s never too late to apologize. Bad relationship habits may have damaged the bond between people, but if you have a sincere wish to repair harm in your relationship, it’s always worth trying to have the conversation. In this case, even though Philip was upset that he’d been in the dark, both partners were eager to find a way to fix their problematic patterns.


“Yes,” I responded to Philip’s question, “an apology is exactly what we need to do.” They had never healed the old hurt. “Let’s figure out how to do it together.”


I see their problem as resembling a physical wound. Medical advice for treating cuts or surgical sites has changed since I was a child—even since my children were young. Rather than letting the skin dry out (“let it breathe,” we used to say) and form a scab, the recommendation is to keep the wound moist, so it can heal from the inside. Now it’s believed that if the outside closes up prematurely, it can seal in an infection and the injury ultimately will heal less well. Now we are advised to promote what’s called “wet wound healing.” That’s one way of understanding what happens when a needed apology is missed. The bleeding may have stopped, but the wound hasn’t really healed. To keep the subject open until it’s dealt with leads to more genuine healing.


I should point out here that Philip wasn’t avoiding an apology all these years. Neither of them was fully aware that one was needed. As a couple, they didn’t have a template for how to repair an old misstep. If he’d been able to understand how distressed Lisa was years ago, Philip might not have shut down her attempts to ask him about her concerns when they first came up. If he hadn’t defensively rejected her questioning on their honeymoon, he could have told her then that he was sorry he didn’t listen to her upset feelings on their wedding day and that nothing worrisome had happened the night before. She probably would have let it go. But, instead, the pain remained, although it stayed hidden, under the skin—like an abscess. By the time they arrived in my office, it had affected nearly everything in their relationship.


APOLOGIES HELP RELATIONSHIPS


One of the most pernicious myths about saying “I’m sorry” is that good relationships of any type or scale do not require apologies. Proponents of this myth believe that if you’re in a good relationship, your mistakes, misunderstandings, and disagreements do not cause any harm. If you do hurt each other, you should somehow just understand the other person’s intentions and move on. It isn’t necessary to “go over the past.”


On the contrary, the more important the relationship, the more crucial making a good apology can be, and the greater the cost of failing to employ one. Love does not mean never having to say you’re sorry; love requires you to learn how to say you’re sorry well.


In my experience, injuries that are not repaired or are inadequately addressed can erode the basis for a relationship. They rarely disappear fully. For example, one of the most common costs of an unrepaired injury shows up in repetitive patterns like the ones we saw with Philip and Lisa: The hurt settles into the fabric of the unfolding relationship, so that its overall pattern comes to resemble the original, unrepaired (sometimes forgotten) injury.


Here’s one way it can happen: Lisa feels hurt by Philip and they don’t resolve the problem together—or even talk about it. Her hurt goes underground and, without her thinking about it, colors how any future hurt by him—even a small thing—affects her. Any time he is thoughtless, it confirms and builds on how she felt before, bringing back a sad, familiar feeling. To her, he isn’t just inattentively leaving her out of the picture hanging, for example; he is repeating and reinforcing a hurtful pattern of excluding her. The shadow of unresolved hurt makes her see ambiguous behavior in the same light as his earlier actions, so she doesn’t feel like cutting him a normal amount of slack. Thus, the disagreement over picture hanging plays on her original fear that she was left out of something important and worrisome before their wedding. She may tell her friend that he’s become such a distant—or controlling or self-absorbed—guy that she doesn’t recognize him anymore. It can be completely outside of their conscious awareness, but this pattern re-creates her loneliness from the first hurt.


Initially, Philip is likely to be baffled and to react defensively to complaints he sees as groundless or at least overstated. The immediate triggers are indeed often arguable, which leads, predictably, to arguments. Responding to their own internal stories about what’s going on leads to immensely frustrating conversations and more distance. Not until the original hurt is addressed satisfactorily do they have a chance for a fresh slate.


“I’m sorry” is number six on HuffPost’s “11 Things the Happiest Couples Say to Each Other All the Time.”1 The ability to deliver a sincere apology to your partner can make the difference between a small disagreement and a long-standing conflict. If a good repair isn’t made, hurt between people can fester and build. Relationships like Lisa and Philip’s can be lost. The earlier failure to fix their problem interfered with emotional intimacy and trust and led to lower “relationship esteem,” that is, how they felt about their partnership itself. The bitterness they experienced was at risk of souring the good memories they still held.


Many couples have unproductive disagreements that are repeated for so long they become familiar scripts. If asked, they can usually quote “the fight we always have.” Over time, such arguments become automatic, like the “muscle memory” of actions you can do with your eyes closed. Unfortunately, unthinking routines keep you from noticing what the other person actually means or feels in a given conversation; you can’t see who they are in any particular moment if your eyes are closed. Alongside the rote arguments with a person you sincerely used to value—and still could if you were paying attention—grows loneliness.


In order to prevent some of this long-term squabbling, couples therapist and author Daphne de Marneffe recommends that couples learn how to fight during their engagements. As much a part of wedding planning as the guest list, they “should also think about how they will cope with disagreement.” You can practice managing conflict by addressing smaller, current problems with honesty and careful listening. The skills involved are not more complicated than a wedding reception seating chart, but much more crucial for a couple to develop.2


When you practice resolving hurt and misunderstanding, you can begin to unwind and unlearn your problematic patterns as a couple. It’s like a shared fitness regimen: You become stronger at addressing hard moments as you get in “better shape.” Like Philip and Lisa ultimately did, you also can rediscover what you value about each other and establish ways to protect against getting stuck in such an unfortunate habitual routine again. Not only do you feel and function better, you’re more confident about future challenges.


Of course, it’s not only intimate couples who can suffer from lingering or festering hurt. Family members and friends often fail to find a way to face pain together. Unresolved hurt and unaddressed misunderstandings can lead to the loss of many important family connections and leave people isolated. However, almost any harm or breach, faced together with open minds and hearts, not only can be survived but can lead to a better relationship as well. Both the giver and the recipient of an effective apology feel better—about themselves, each other, and their connection. It’s almost always a win-win proposition.


MAKING APOLOGIES HELPS YOU, TOO


My office can feel like a secular confessional, a forum for speaking things that need to be said and can’t be said anywhere else. Many people seek therapy because of injuries they’ve sustained, but many also come in carrying regrets or the burden of harm they’ve caused to someone else. A widow needs to come to terms with having been unfaithful to her husband twenty-five years earlier. A man feels conflicted about his success because he cheated on a critical licensing exam. A woman is haunted by shady practices her boss pressured her to carry out. They want to make things right with others or with themselves, or both.


The thing is, not only does everyone make mistakes; practically everyone commits actual wrongdoing of one sort or another, too. We look at other people’s missteps and see patterns of overtly bad behavior, cruelty, lawbreaking, wanton disregard for people, and so on, from which we can easily distance ourselves. (Whew, you may think, she’s not talking about me!) But it can also be the error in judgment, the uncharacteristically slipshod performance, the overreaction that turns mean, the white lie that becomes a habit, the hidden mistake, the small cheat. Nearly everyone has been guilty of causing harm or pain to others, whether deliberately or accidentally. Simply put, we don’t always live up to our wish for how we want to see ourselves in the world.


In some instances, you know when you’ve erred—even if you aren’t willing to admit it. When you fail to follow your moral compass, when your arrows land wide of the mark, you feel it. In fact, this missing of the intended target is actually the original meaning of both the Greek and Hebrew words for “sin.”3


I’ve met many people who have been unable to address their regrets, stymied for years by cultural myths or habits of thinking, stuck without a map toward making amends. Guilt can be helpful when it informs you that something needs to be fixed. But when you don’t make something right, guilt accumulates, like silt in a river’s waters that ends up lining the banks. Leftover guilt can thicken into self-condemnation and distort your sense of yourself. If you haven’t been able to deal with something that you feel guilty about or if you’ve been forgiven too easily, you might find yourself avoiding the other person or distancing yourself from similar situations. You might become locked in repetitive conflicts in which you end up arguing your innocence, or stuck in a victim or aggressor role you don’t want.


Some current cultural voices and popular media suggest that you should accept yourself just as you are, that you should simply forgive yourself, rather than feel regret for your mistakes. I argue that this “forgiveness inflation” causes not only relationship problems, but problems within the individual as well.


Gordon Marino, a professor of philosophy, wrote in the New York Times that “we can learn to let things go, but before we let them go, we have to let regret get hold of us.”4 For a person of conscience to feel better after regrettable actions, some form of repair or atonement is necessary. That is, until you somehow “fix” it, you carry the weight of what you’ve done wrong.


When we talk about a burden of guilt, the expressions we use overlap with spiritual language. We tend to regard wrongdoing as akin to sin, at least in the sense of our arrows flying wide of their marks. Regardless of whether or not mistakes are officially wrong, they seem to highlight a gap between our actions and our higher selves (or what some might think of as God). It is in this space that the painful regrets and moral quandaries I’m talking about in this book reside. When we don’t make wrongs right, we suffer.


In contrast, when we do face ourselves and our actions, psychotherapist and writer Avi Klein says that relief, honor, and a sense of purpose follow. He has found that he has to help his clients face their true, negative feelings about themselves regarding regrettable behavior. Only then does growth occur. If people avoid dealing directly with the harm they’ve caused, they don’t get better.5


When you are able to make amends for hurt in a relationship, you get to grow as a person. An accurate view of your responsibility can hurt, but it also expands your sense of yourself and enhances your personal and spiritual development. Outside of religious contexts, most of us don’t talk much about the value of repentance or atonement. Secular approaches to personal development tend to treat guilt like a corrosive emotion, rather than a valuable impetus to fix something broken.


In much of Western culture, including politics and personal relationships, people just don’t know how powerful and important it is to face their wrongdoing—whether with other people or a higher power. Even beloved writer Anne Lamott describes in a book title what she regards as the most important prayers: Help, Thanks, Wow: The Three Essential Prayers. But I think she left out another important one: Sorry.6


Even when a relationship is over, it may be worth trying to fix something you regret.


Diana behaved very badly when Tommy, her boyfriend of many years, broke up with her after college. My sense is that he behaved badly, too, but she went further than he did. She created fake social media accounts and cyberstalked his new girlfriend. Using highly personal information about him, she posted false, incriminating stories. She persisted until her anger burned out, more than a year later.


In the following years, she dated other people but couldn’t shake the specter of what had happened with Tommy. At first, she thought she couldn’t get close to someone new because of the way he broke up with her, but finally she realized that she didn’t trust herself. She’d acted with such hostility that she had trouble coming to terms with it.


Approaching thirty, she’d been in therapy for a year or so when she heard that Tommy’s beloved uncle had died. She wrote him a sympathy letter saying that she was sorry about the loss of Uncle Antony. (That’s the condolence version of “I’m sorry.”) She went on to an apology: “I’m also sorry about how I acted after we broke up. I really regret what I did and the hurt I probably caused you. I hope you’re doing well—aside from your grief, of course.”


He responded graciously: “It wasn’t either of our finest hours. Thank you for your sympathy about losing Antony.” For years Diana had carried a sense of guilt and responsibility for her hostile stalking. After their communication, despite their relationship being long over, she felt lighter about the repair they made.


Just as there is no statute of limitations on hurt, there’s also no time limit on feeling bad about having hurt someone. When the New York Times invited men to report their sexual misconduct from when they were in high school, hundreds of people wrote about events that still troubled them several decades later.7 Similarly, thirty years after hitting a parked car and leaving the scene, an anonymous offender sent a thousand dollars to the South St. Paul, Minnesota, police department. The sender asked them to pass it on to the car’s owner, if possible, expressed remorse, and asked for forgiveness. Chief Bill Messerich guessed that the offense was “weighing on this person’s conscience [and] they wanted to try to make things right.”8


Unresolved hurts can eat at you, limit you in ways that don’t seem to make sense, and wake you in the middle of the night. The proper reckoning with harmful mistakes makes an enormous difference in your life. To be sure, it’s not easy to do, but it seems downright wasteful not to try.


YOU NEED PEOPLE


If you don’t repair rifts between you and another person, the most wasteful outcome is that you lose the relationship. Aside from the specific people you’d hate to lose, you need people in your life for more reasons than you might think. You’re probably aware of the emotionally painful loneliness that can accompany loss and isolation. In addition, though, we are also learning more about the profound costs to your physical health. For the past several decades, many psychologists have studied the important role social connections play in people’s health. A 2010 review of research studies showed that lacking social relationships has an influence on the risk of death that’s comparable to smoking and alcohol consumption.9


This has been such a huge area of research that the American Psychological Association published two special issues of journals presenting research findings that illustrate the many ways close relationships favorably affect your health.10 These robust research findings underscore the concern raised by the “loneliness epidemic” identified by Surgeon General Vivek Murthy in 2018.11


I certainly don’t claim that all social isolation or lack of relationships is caused by a failure to make effective repairs. What I do find, though, is that unresolved conflicts can lead to chronic dissatisfaction and consequent distance or estrangement.


SAME STORY, LARGER STAGE


In 2013, Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu made an unexpected telephone call to his Turkish counterpart, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, to issue a personal apology. Three years earlier, an Israeli raid against an aid flotilla had killed nine Turkish civilians, leading to very strained relations between the two countries. The three-year deadlock had included restrictions on Israeli training flights and interrupted diplomatic relations. Mr. Erdoğan had been quoted as making critical comments about Zionism. Near the end of a prolonged meeting with President Barack Obama, Mr. Netanyahu called Mr. Erdoğan and expressed his regret for the errors that led to the loss of lives and deterioration of the nations’ ties. He also committed to a compensation plan that would provide restitution for those who died. After the conversation, both leaders emphasized the historical importance of the centuries-long international friendship and strong cooperation.


If Mr. Netanyahu hadn’t changed his previous position, the connection between the two countries would probably have deteriorated further. Instead, their relations were greatly improved by his apology.12 He didn’t change the past harm done to the Turkish people, of course, but he made a different future possible.


Leaders have the power to make things different, to help heal past harms. When I witness the positive power of an effective apology, it makes me long to see them elsewhere, in other situations involving harm, misunderstandings, and blocked potential for a better future.


But a missed public apology or an incomplete one keeps pain alive and prevents healing. A confusing apology made to “Native Peoples” began as a US Senate resolution in 2009. It was worded in legalese and contained many statements that began with the word “whereas.”13 By the time President Obama signed a watered-down version, it had been embedded in a Department of Defense appropriations act. Although the apology was still historic, it was not highlighted. Many people, including Native Americans, have never heard about it.14 This ineffective and unsatisfying apology caused much puzzlement and pain, including for Layli Long Soldier, an enrolled member of the Oglala Sioux Tribe. In her book of poetry called Whereas, she poignantly wrestles with what the government failed to say. She writes of learning to exist “without the slightest conjunctions to connect me. Without an exchange of questions, without the courtesy of answers. It is mine, this unholding.”15


This apology didn’t involve the people who were putatively addressed and it didn’t go as far as it could have. It didn’t heal historic injuries much, if at all.


John Kador, who writes about best practices in leadership, describes how, frequently, “a well-spoken apology defused resentment, created good will, and, more times than not, mysteriously transformed a relationship ruptured by mistrust and disappointment into something stronger and more durable than it was before.”16 Mr. Kador views an apology not as a sign of weakness, but as a signal of strength, transparency, and accountability. As in personal relationships, an apology in the workplace “is the practice of extending ourselves because we value the relationship more than we value the need to be right.”17 Apologizing is a leadership skill that is critical for our time. It is, he says, “humanity’s perfect response to imperfection.”18


In the public marketplace, if companies fail to address the complaints of their customers or clients with goodwill and responsiveness, their reputations can suffer—which leads to diminished success. Direct acknowledgment and apology are well documented to be effective: Those customers whose complaints were resolved satisfactorily become 30 percent more loyal than those who never complained.19 Furthermore, research from Boston University’s business school shows that customers prefer businesses that corrected a mistake over ones that hadn’t made a mistake at all.20 This makes sense in the same way that you can trust a relationship more if you’ve successfully faced a problem.


Within work groups, facing and handling intrateam conflicts is what leads to the growth of trust, as well as greater accountability and commitment to the team’s goals. Business leaders should help their teams approach disagreements, including emotional conflict, as opportunities rather than problems to be avoided.21 Indeed, business strategist Lisa Earle McLeod teaches that avoiding conflict can keep coworkers trapped in it forever. As in personal relationships, a disagreement, misunderstanding, or interpersonal offense doesn’t go away unless it’s dealt with.22


Approaching intrateam functioning from a different angle, Harvard Business School professor Amy Edmondson was curious about whether better hospital work teams actually made fewer mistakes than others. What she found surprised her: The most cohesive teams reported more mistakes, not fewer. However, it turned out that they didn’t actually make more; instead, they were more able and willing to talk about them. She adopted the term “psychological safety” to describe the type of team in which people raise questions and tell the truth about errors. She and others have found this factor strongly linked to successful performance in many ventures, including businesses.23 In a recent interview, she suggested that the term “psychological safety” could give the wrong impression. She’s not talking about “coziness”; she’s talking about “candor.”24 A workplace can foster psychological safety by focusing on potential solutions to problems, rather than on determining who’s to blame for them. I would call this encouragement to face mistakes and failures crucial advice not only for workplace groups, but also for successful relationships everywhere. You can’t fix mistakes if you can’t acknowledge them. As James Baldwin wrote, “Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed until it is faced.”25


* * *


A basic distinction arises in these stories. Our resistance to admitting error and our failure to apologize well lead to continued hurt and conflict. In contrast, when we face our regrets thoroughly, we see profound, even transformational effects in many contexts and at any scale.


CHANGING THE STORY


No one wants to be blamed for something going wrong. Most of us are inclined to shy away from accepting fault. The urge to argue or protect your point makes sense if the goal is to be right or blameless. But going to the mat insisting on your rightness works in the wrong direction in most human engagements. In relationships, this kind of battle can be won only by losing; that is, you may be right, but you won’t be closely connected. You won’t end up feeling like you’re on the same team. You won’t understand each other better.


According to a report in the Harvard Business Review by Judith Glaser, author and business consultant, “your brain is hooked on being right.” She describes the reinforcing power of the adrenaline that bathes your brain during a competitive argument. But, interestingly, she also reports that oxytocin, the hormone activated by our attachment to another person, feels comparably pleasurable. Not only that, it opens up networks in the prefrontal cortex, which further increases our ability to trust.26 Psychologists have further found that oxytocin, alongside actual social support, directly dampens the harmful effects of stress on a person’s body.27 Even from a physiological standpoint, connection can be a better choice than being right.


All of this is to say that we are wired to benefit (personally, socially, and physically) from connections with other people. It follows that it can be of crucial importance to restore these ties after breaches or harms. Between any two people, the same issues hold, whether they’re coworkers or a doctor and her patient.


Traditionally, in American medicine, a clinician who caused an injury adopted a deny-and-defend stance. The result was that the hurt patient and family were left with no information about what had gone wrong and no help to process a harmful, sometimes lethal outcome. The doctor was presumed to be correct, and, as a result, these patients often felt “guilty, afraid, and alone,” as a column in the New England Journal of Medicine described it. Often the doctor felt guilty and isolated as well. No one knew how to talk about these errors, much less heal some of the harm done.28


Without an apology, “a patient’s desire for comfort and understanding [becomes] a need for vengeance.”29 Rather than facing the error together and reaching a resolution that promotes the patient’s recovery, “silence and evasion breed mistrust.”30 Malpractice suits result. This system costs everyone—unnecessarily.


In 2001, the University of Michigan Health System, led by attorney and clinical safety director Richard Boothman, began an ambitious shift toward a more responsible and personal process. Since then, they have provided full disclosure of medical errors to patients and, when appropriate, apologies and offers of compensation. It’s ironic that one of the biggest roadblocks to physicians’ taking responsibility for their medical errors has been the fear of litigation; in 2010, the Michigan system reported that their rates of lawsuits went down, as did their costs for liability and patient compensation. In addition, the time between the report of an injury and its resolution also declined, which benefited patients and families.31


One patient, Jennifer Wagner, was incorrectly reassured about a breast lump that later turned out to be advanced breast cancer. She required a complete mastectomy, chemotherapy, and radiation. She was understandably plagued by worry about her young children. As she and her lawyer prepared for a lawsuit, Mr. Boothman’s system asked five impartial doctors to review her records. They concluded that her physician had indeed erred. In an “earnest” two-hour meeting between Ms. Wagner and her doctors at the University of Michigan, they discussed in detail what had gone wrong and the medical team explained her current medical status and prognosis. Afterward, she said, “I felt like I had finally been heard. I can’t even describe how euphoric I felt when I left that meeting.” Over time, her fatigue improved, she returned to work, and she received four hundred thousand dollars for her sons’ college funds. This outcome was less expensive for the hospital than a lengthy malpractice trial would have been and moreover was more humane for Ms. Wagner.32 She received not only a financial acknowledgment of the error, but also an emotional one.


Doing the right thing is what we’re talking about here, but it doesn’t always seem clear what that is. Rather than speaking directly to tragic errors and seeking to promote healing, people sometimes try to protect their own. In contrast, sometimes a quick, responsible reaction to a harmful mistake prevents a more serious negative outcome. In 2018, in the highly charged national context of deadly police encounters with black citizens, Boston Police Department (BPD) officers were called to deal with two African American boys playing with a toy gun, a realistic replica. A black bystander, “Brother Lawrence” Dugan, filmed the police response. A BPD sergeant, Henry Staines, became angry and confronted Mr. Dugan about the filming and shoved the replica weapon toward the citizen. The heated confrontation itself was filmed and posted online. It generated understandable, predictable outrage.


What wasn’t predictable was the strong, immediate response by then commissioner William Evans, who said he was sorry on behalf of his department and clarified that citizens do indeed have the right to record police actions. His apology was followed by an extensive expression of remorse by Sergeant Staines. The quick, thorough, and apparently sincere apologies by the BPD were credited with “transforming what could have been an embittering episode of police intimidations into a reassuring demonstration of police accountability.”33


In this public case, thorough and genuine statements went a long way toward addressing at least some of the immediate harm done. The police apologies didn’t solve the larger, systemic problems that still afflict the communities involved, but they changed the immediate conversation. Badly handled, this kind of situation could have exploded into more damage. Lives could have been lost if the BPD had chosen to assert its “rightness” over its responsibility to heal the harm it caused. My hope is that a good apology puts out the immediate-harm spark and lets the more important conversations continue.


In Boston, for example, important changes were already in the works and continued after this event: The BPD expanded its program to outfit its police officers with body cameras, and District Attorney Rachael Rollins—the first female person of color in the position—was elected, partially on a platform of reducing police violence and incarceration.34 Furthermore, in 2018, Massachusetts passed a sweeping criminal justice reform bill aiming to decrease incarceration rates.35 Potentially positive steps like these could be overshadowed by a heat-of-the-moment mistake and, especially, the failure to repair it.


In a much less weighty but more widely witnessed exchange, Saturday Night Live comedian Pete Davidson made tasteless jokes about a Republican congressional candidate who had lost his eye during Navy SEAL service in Afghanistan. Davidson’s comment about Dan Crenshaw’s eye patch, “I know he lost his eye in war—or whatever,” netted a universally negative reaction, which led to an invitation for Mr. Crenshaw to appear on the show. First, Mr. Davidson stated his regret “from the bottom of my heart,” saying that “the man is a war hero and deserves all the respect in the world.” He then acknowledged that “if any good came of this maybe it was that for one day, the left and the right finally came together to agree on something. That I’m a dick.”


His guest used the opportunity to underscore that the political left and right can indeed agree on some things. Mr. Crenshaw demonstrated how we can forgive one another and see the good in one another, even after hurtful actions. In this case, it wasn’t only the apology itself, but also the effective use made of it by its recipient, that was so constructive.36


The stories in this chapter reveal both that failures to make apologies can be very costly and that efforts toward repair and rebuilding trust can contribute not only to individuals and to personal relationships, but also to an organization’s and even a nation’s recovery from harm.


This humble process has enormous personal, spiritual, and relationship payoffs. So, why is it so hard?




BENEFITS OF GOOD APOLOGIES


In relationships




▪Healing from hurt


▪More positive feelings, greater closeness between people


▪Higher “relationship esteem”


▪Increased confidence about facing the next conflict


▪Enlarged future possibilities


▪Retaining relationships





For yourself




▪Personal and spiritual value of taking responsibility and addressing guilt


▪More oxytocin in your system


▪More social connections, leading to positive health outcomes





In medicine




▪Greater satisfaction for patients and families


▪Better possibility of healing for all parties


▪Potential for decrease in malpractice suits





In business settings




▪Greater trust in organizations that handle mistakes well


▪More “psychological safety” in workplaces


▪Increased commitment, trust, and creativity on work teams





In the larger community




▪Reduced tension and conflict between larger groups


▪Better possibility of healing from historical injustices


▪Better community relations with the police
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