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Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed until it is faced.

—James Baldwin








INTRODUCTION

Apologies are evidence of a society that cares about itself, a society that honors other people’s experiences, thoughts, and feelings as precious. In tiny ways and larger ones, apologies move us toward justice.

Sounds lofty, we know. But, truly, apologies civilize us. In our day-to-day dealings and in the wider social sphere, they make things better. It’s human nature to sometimes disappoint or betray others, but saying you’re sorry—and doing it well—has the near-miraculous, superheroic power to heal.

These are trying times. That’s a cliché for a reason—all times try our souls, a necessary condition of living. But can we acknowledge that these times—what with their bitter partisan divides, climate-based disasters, widening economic gulf between haves and have-nots, collective attempts to wrestle or refuse to wrestle with historic injustice—are particularly difficult? We need all the strategies we can get to make our way through and make things better. Good apologies are one of the tools we could all be deploying more. We’ll show you how. And when you start apologizing well—and learn to elicit and accept good apologies—you’ll become a better friend, a better family member, a better coworker, and a better world citizen. Widespread adoption of good apologies can make the world a better place to live in.

No lie: apologies are wonderful, vital things.

Unless they’re done very badly, in which case they’re hideously ugly, catastrophic, messy things.


Kind of Like Duct Tape

We were about to compare apology to a “double-edged sword,” but forget that metaphor: How many of us ever get around to swordplay these days? (So busy.) Let’s instead think of saying you’re sorry as superglue. It’s amazing stuff, but if you use it wrong, you can wreak all kinds of destruction. Have you ever received a bad apology, one that made you say, “Okay, I was mad before, but now I’m really mad!”? Maybe it was a “Sorry if you took my suggestion the wrong way” apology, or a “Sorry, I didn’t realize you were so sensitive” apology, or a “Sorry, but you always…” apology. The person apologizing to you has just glued their finger to their nose. Metaphorically.

Why Listen to Us?

The two of us, Marjorie Ingall and Susan McCarthy, have been studying and analyzing apologies in the news, pop culture, literature, and politics since 2012 on our website, SorryWatch.com. In pursuit of education, enlightenment, and entertainment, we have waded through so many of the worst apologies that we had to make up Bad Apology Bingo cards in an attempt to keep ourselves calm. Happily, we’ve also written about quite a few lovely apologies, the ones that make things better. By studying all those apologies and figuring out what went wrong or right, we came up with the golden rules for apology. Technically speaking, apologies are easy! We can teach you how to apologize beautifully in six simple steps. And we will! You do not need to download an app. You do not need a special screwdriver. A child can apologize well, if they choose to.

Yet apologizing well is agonizingly difficult for many (most?) grown-ups. We’ll talk about why that is and how to succeed nevertheless.


How Did We Get So Obsessed with Apologies?

Both of us are longtime journalists and authors. Susan writes a lot about wildlife and animal behavior; Marjorie writes a lot about books and Jewish stuff. Marjorie didn’t really start paying attention to apologies until her first child went to nursery school. Little Josie, a fierce toddler, spent the better part of that year in the Consequences Chair. Marjorie felt like she was constantly apologizing for her kid’s biting, hitting, yelling, non-sharing. This prompted a lot of thought about how one teaches kids to apologize. (See chapter 5, “ ‘I’m Sorry I Chased You with a Booger’: Teaching Children to Apologize.”) Especially because, after her time as an editor at Sassy, Marjorie was way too familiar with the phenomenon of teenage girls who apologize for everything—for existing! For having opinions! Later, as a columnist at the Forward and then at Tablet, she learned that the subjects of apologies and of forgiveness (see chapter 8, “How to Accept an Apology and How to Forgive… and When to Do Neither”) needed to be written about every single year at the High Holy Days. That’s when, among other things, Jews apologize and/or ask for forgiveness from those they have wronged in the previous year. (We’re always delighted when people tell us that rabbis quote SorryWatch in their sermons.) She wound up writing about apology a lot.

Marjorie’s friend Susan came at the subject more out of long-standing resentments about bad apologies she’d gotten in relationships. (Let’s not call them grudges, because… well, okay, yeah—grudges.) Things like “I’m sorry if anything I did or said hurt you…. Why are you still upset? I apologized! What else am I supposed to do?” She also found herself surprisingly, deeply pleased when she got a belated apology from friends who’d ghosted her in high school. It wasn’t a perfect apology, yet it brought an astonishing sense of relief.

Then Susan wrote a humor piece for Salon making fun of “Sorry if…” apologies. It was tied to current news stories, so it became dated immediately, yet it had a significant afterlife. The thing had legs. People told her, “I made my mom read it” (because their moms tried to pass things off with a “Sorry you feel that way” apology). They emailed to say, “I printed it out and forced my boyfriend to read it” (because he couldn’t see why his “Sorry but…” apology wasn’t bringing smiles and rainbows), and “I sent it to my manager” (because surely the manager wants to know that the “Sorry if…” apology for the policy change is just making people madder… right?).

Susan likes to think people don’t have to be forced to read her stuff. But she realized this was something a lot of readers felt strongly about. Knowing Marjorie also cared deeply about goodness and badness in apology, and that she wrote about it often and hilariously, Susan suggested they team up to do SorryWatch.

We started devouring books, studies, and articles about apology. (We both have a weakness for research.) Mostly we looked at hundreds, and by now even thousands, of apologies—all too many of them terrible—and analyzed what was wrong with the bad ones.

The Hideous Allure of Terrible Apologies—and the Dynamic Power of Great Apologies

As SorryWatch took off, people started sending us apologies and asking—demanding—that we parse them. We were led into controversies in subcultures we knew little or nothing about. Large-animal vets, doomsday preppers, comedy-tour organizers, drunken poets, Burning Man sound camp organizers… It’s been edifying.

We marveled at the simplicity and effectiveness of the good apologies we saw—and were tempted to rant mouth-foamingly and often about the bad ones. Our furious tirades were frequently cathartic for us and tended to get more traffic than our levelheaded, admiring posts. But we began feeling increasingly strongly about the need to praise those less-frequent good ones. Starting in around 2016, when certain folks began insisting ever more loudly, both implicitly and explicitly, that apologies were a sign of weakness, we started seeing the need to promote good apologies as signs of strength and character.

Sadly, there are tons of people who see the refusal to apologize as muscular and tough. In fact, it’s the opposite. Apologizing means letting your best self crash through the wall of your own defensiveness like the Kool-Aid Man. It takes real guts to apologize publicly and privately, and it takes valor to apologize to those with less status and power than you, especially when no one’s making you do it. Apologizing well shows wisdom and honor. The aftermath of a good apology can improve the lives and spirits of everyone it touches. Everyone feels healed. This makes our planet a better place for everyone.

We also began to see that an unsolicited heartfelt apology is a potent thing. When you deliver a good apology, it can make you feel better about yourself and your own perceived past failings, it can make you feel a sense of release and redemption, and it can fill you with a sense of mission and purpose. When you receive a good apology, it can make you feel connected to the person who took the step of reaching out to you and risking rejection. It can make you feel seen. It can give you a small experience of justice.

There’s a plethora of research on how potent good apologies can be—for the apologizer, for the recipient, and for the planet at large. Study after study—in the fields of psychology, medicine, law, and management—show that apologizing directly to those who are harmed has a huge, positive impact. We’ll look at some of them in more depth in this book.


All the Deliciousness We Have for You Herein

We’ll talk about apologies from kings and criminals, alcoholics and small children, corporations and parents, celebrities and your neighbors. We’ll talk about apologies you might be given and apologies you might be called upon to make. We’ll look at immediate apologies; apologies made after some thought; apologies made after earlier apologies bombed; and apologies made generations after the fact.

We’ll offer guidance on how to deliver a perfect apology; look at the science behind whether apologies are accepted or rejected; explain which kinds of apologies work best; and examine great and lousy apologies in history and pop culture. We’ll give you the tools to make your own determinations about how you want apologies and forgiveness to work in your life. We’ll explicate the difference between apology and regret; discuss whether you can solicit an apology if you’re owed one; and consider the psychology behind the anger we often feel even after getting an apology. We’ll look at the role of apology in various religions. We’ll ponder whether you should apologize even if you feel you’ve done nothing wrong or if you feel the other person was more to blame than you. We’ll look at best practices for teaching children to apologize well. We’ll look at how governments apologize for past wrongs, and why they so often refuse to. And we’ll look at social media’s role, for good and for ill, in fostering a culture that frequently seems to demand apologies and then dismiss them out of hand. Also, bingo cards.

A good apology uplifts not just the recipient but everyone the recipient tells. When you read about a beautiful apology on Facebook or hear about one in the media, it’s almost as if you received the apology yourself. Good apologies have ripple effects. They make the world feel more humane.


Apologizing to Your Dog

Susan would like you to know that you apologize to a dog the same way dogs apologize to you. Susan’s dog might nip too hard during a play fight. Susan yelps in pain/protest. The dog flattens his ears to show humility, belly crawls over, and frantically licks whatever he can reach. He abases himself, shows concern, and does his best to make things right by licking. That’s his apology. So if Susan steps on the dog’s toes (because he’s lurking underfoot), and he yelps, she crouches to show humility, speaks tenderly, and strokes his lower face where a puppy might lick him. The dog forgives. Ideally, he’ll also be more careful about lurking underfoot.








CHAPTER 1 THE IMPORTANCE OF APOLOGIES, GOOD AND BAD


When we started our site SorryWatch in 2012, people told us we were clever because apologies were “having a moment.”

Thanks! But what does that really mean? Apologies were suddenly fashionable? Were 2012 humans somehow more acutely aware that apologies were important in life? Were there more bad apologies out in the world? Were people miraculously more attuned to rotten apologies? And what does it mean that, every year since, we’ve heard that apologies are having a moment?

In any case, it’s true that people seem to be talking a lot more about public apologies than we did a few decades ago. There’s no way to know if there are more—or better—apologies in private life. But, for sure, we started hearing a lot more “having a moment” comments when Donald Trump was elected. As a candidate, he was asked by Jimmy Fallon, “Have you ever apologized, ever, in your life?” He answered, “I fully think apologizing is a great thing, but you have to be wrong…. I will absolutely apologize, sometime in the hopefully distant future, if I’m ever wrong.”

He then proceeded to not apologize for four years. Some people think this is great. Some do not.


Apologies Go Way Back

The forty-fifth president may have gotten more people talking about apologies, but we don’t actually believe the topic is particularly trendy or timely. Plato wrote of his fellow philosopher Socrates’s apology (really more of an explanation than an apology, but we’ll come back to that), and the twelfth-century philosopher Maimonides wrote extensively about how to apologize, how to accept an apology, and how to forgive.

There’s a Talmudic term for repairing the world: tikkun olam. Good apologies can help repair a broken world. In the Jewish tradition, God contracted the divine self to make room for creation, and God’s light was placed in vessels, some of which shattered. Part of humans’ purpose on earth is to gather those broken shards and sparks of wonder and beauty by doing acts of repair and healing. Good apologies are a huge part of that process.

Bad apologies? Well, not so much. A bad apology misses the point, sometimes deliberately. (The Hebrew word for “sin,” khet, actually is an archery term meaning “missing the mark.”) It’s an act of self-defense, of doubling down, of half-heartedness; it’s a deflection, a semi-disguised plea to move on rather than an attempt to mend hurt. And we all know people who refuse to apologize, even badly.

In fourteenth-century England, writer Geoffrey Chaucer apologized for his past depictions of sinful characters. (That money-grubbing Friar! That skanky Wife of Bath!) At SorryWatch, we’ve looked at an apology by a guilt-ridden Salem witch trial jury, by beetle-loving naturalist Charles Darwin, by President Abraham Lincoln, by hotheaded Russian novelist Leo Tolstoy, and by melancholy American poet Emily Dickinson (who could not stop for death but could stop to apologize).


Apologize or I Shoot

So yeah, apologizing has long been a subject of interest to human beings. Susan’s fascinated by how apologizing fits into the rule of dueling. Formalized dueling goes back to the Roman Empire, but the best write-ups we’ve seen are from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Here’s the thing: the basic concept of the duel is that one person has insulted another, and the insulted person fights to uphold his (usually) honor or (sometimes) pride. But seconds, whom you must have in a proper duel, to say nothing of the doctor, are supposed to try their hardest to talk the duelists out of it and get them to apologize. In many cases, combatants would try to shoot in a nonlethal manner and then apologize.

In 1778, Generals Robert Howe and Christopher Gadsden were angry with each other over which of them should be commanding South Carolina troops. Gadsden called Howe names in a public letter and wouldn’t take it back. Howe challenged him to a duel. Pistols at eight paces! On the day, Gadsden said Howe should shoot first. Howe shot and “grazed” Gadsden’s ear. Gadsden then fired into the air. Howe declined to fire again. Gadsden then apologized to Howe, and if they didn’t go off arm in arm, they parted on friendly terms. “Gadsden had the quixotic notion that, as a gentleman, he could not apologize until he had received his adversary’s fire,” writes William Oliver Stevens in Pistols at Ten Paces: The Story of the Code of Honor in America. Which is so bizarre. It’s almost as if this was just showing off.

Social Media and Apology: Just, Wow

Talking about showing off definitely brings us to social media. Social media means that venomous acts can go viral in an instant. Apologies that once might have been private are now often world viewable. Demands to apologize—and not to apologize—come fast and furious. When the apology for said venomous act does appear, it’s sometimes so lousy that it starts a brand-new round of hashtaggy opprobrium. A bad apology can pitch you right out of the frying pan of your own making into the fire of international hatred. If a video of your bad behavior is widely seen, and people are widely WTF, your apology had better not try to tell people that they did not see what they clearly saw. Social media can be excellent for accountability, which is bad for people who do not want to be accountable.

Social media can also be good for the art of apology—and it is an art. Discussing other people’s apologies, teasing apart what makes them good or bad, can help us all in our own efforts to apologize well.

“Modern progress has brought unprecedented advances that make it easier for us technically to connect,” writes Vivek H. Murthy in Together: The Healing Power of Human Connection in a Sometimes Lonely World, “but often these advances create unforeseen challenges that make us feel more alone and disconnected.”

Being online makes it easier to be nasty and snarky when you don’t see your target’s face, when you’re not likely to run into their family in your neighborhood. We perform for friends and allies. On some platforms, we don’t really have conversations: we just blast our thoughts and images and videos through an emotional fire hose. Fury is rewarded—one 2017 Pew Research Center study found that Facebook posts expressing “indignant disagreement” received nearly twice as many likes and shares as posts containing no disagreement. Facebook knows this and catapults high-engagement bait into the top of your feed. So folks have become quick to attack other people’s real-life behavior, work, social media activity, and apologies; it’s exciting when everyone who shares your values is validating you and reacting to you. It’s akin to getting high. (Literally: a 2019 study showed that excessive use of social media causes the same changes in the brain as drug addiction… and similarly leads to impaired judgment.)

Sometimes when a person gets attacked on social media and then apologizes for whatever their offense was, fellow social media users refuse to accept the apology, even if that apology is good. Some folks get addicted to the validation they get for flame throwing. And there’s way less virtual applause for accepting an apology. Because the latter is boring. And if the apology isn’t good, that leads to escalating attention. Sometimes folks are legitimately horrified by someone’s conduct. Sometimes they see an opportunity to score humor points or feel holier-than-thou. There can be an element of magical thinking involved: If I call that person out, I will not only look virtuous, I will also be protecting myself from ever being attacked for my own conduct or content. (Ha.) It puts the caller-outer on record as being on the right side. Fury becomes an amulet.

SorryWatch began because Marjorie and Susan were impatient with reading about terrible apologies from politicians, celebrities, and all kinds of people who really ought to know better. How can people still be saying, “Sorry but…”? How can PR companies still be telling their clients to say, “Sorry if…”? But not all apologies that go viral on social media are from public figures. And some apologies go viral for being good instead of rancid.

A Bully’s Apology out of the Blue

In 2015, ChadMichael Morrisette was minding his business—brand consultancy and visual design in West Hollywood—when he got a surprising Facebook message. (See “social media.”) It was from someone who’d once been part of making his life a living hell. (We’ve kept the original spelling and punctuation of the messages.)

“Hey Chad, I was recently talking with my 10 year old daughter about bullies. She asked me if I ever bullied anyone and sadly I had to say ‘yes’. What came to mind was how shitty and mean I was to you when we were in Jr. High. I want to apologize. If we lived in the same state I would apologize to your face. I don’t even know if you remember, but I do and I am sorry.”

Morrisette was shocked. He both did and didn’t know what the writer, Louie Amundsen, was talking about. Morrisette had grown up in a small Alaskan town where he was constantly bullied in junior high school. “The entire football team bullied me. It wasn’t one guy, it was six or seven guys who would follow me in the hallways, harassing me, insulting me, threatening my life,” he said. “There were times I’d walk down the hallway and groups of guys would follow me, threaten me, humiliate me, push me.” He said, “I was bullied for being gay. I was bullied for being little.” It got so bad, he noted, “I couldn’t even walk to classes without an adult escort or friends with me.”

So he knew what Amundsen was talking about, but couldn’t remember which tormentor he was or which shitty mean things he had said. Morrisette had left that town at fifteen and never looked back. For some reason. The Facebook message shook him up. He didn’t answer for a few days. Then he replied.

“I’m quite moved by this. Thank you and accept your apology. In 20 years you are the only person to apologize for being a bully to me when we were younger. I hope you can proudly tell your daughter that you have also apologized for it, and that we are good. It’s amazing what 20 years and children can do to us, no? Thank you again, and I hope you stand up to bullying anytime you see it. Have a great day!”

The answer: “Thank you. Your forgiveness means more than you know and I hope I am [not] the last to ask forgiveness from you. Cheers!”

This exchange caught people’s attention, and various outlets interviewed both guys. Amundsen said his daughter was working on a student council skit about bullying. Asking him various questions on the topic, she finally asked if he’d ever bullied anyone. “I had to think about it for a minute and that’s the first time I had thought about it in twenty-plus years, so I answered honestly and said yes,” he said. Afterward he concluded it was his duty to try to apologize. “You can’t change your past, but you do still own it. I can’t take back the names I called him, and the threats I made toward him, but I can apologize. It doesn’t excuse my behavior as a child in any way, but as an adult it’s the best I can do to try to make it up to him…. I really didn’t expect him to respond at all, and figured if he did it would be telling me where to stick the apology, kind of like ‘too little too late.’ ”

But Morrisette said it’s never too late. “A simple ‘I’m sorry’ can change everything,” he said.

And Amundsen’s apology was excellent. He said he was sorry and what he was sorry for (without repeating the ancient insults). He didn’t make excuses. He didn’t say, for instance, “I was just a kid myself.” The apology and its acceptance empowered them both.

The story was gripping to many people. Most people haven’t been tormented that badly in school, but many were bullied or ostracized or treated unfairly and never got an apology from anyone.

Thinking About Apologies Means Thinking About Power

Kids who bully are experimenting with power. (As are adults who bully, but they should have grown out of that.) Some parties feel that they are powerful because they deserve to be. Others feel that they lack power because those who do have power are hoarding it. People who are in charge rarely feel that they shouldn’t be. Societally speaking, the way power shifts is often through a revolution, a war, a conquest, an uprising. Power shifts are rarely polite.

Questions of who has power are perpetually relevant, but every generation seems to think it’s wrestling with conflicting ideas about power for the first time. Apologies are about power, too: to apologize well is to give some of your power away. (As hotheaded Russian novelist Tolstoy might have put it, people who don’t want to apologize are all alike; people who feel they’re owed apologies are each pissed off in their own way.)

When someone powerful apologizes, oftentimes they’re not actually apologizing to those they’ve hurt. They’re apologizing for damaging the image of the institution they represent. Pro athletes who are caught on camera beating their wives don’t usually apologize to their wives first in their public apologies. They usually start by apologizing to their team owners, to management, to the brands they endorse, and to the fans before they get around to saying their wives’ names. Sometimes they say that the apology is from both the athlete and the wife, as if she’s equally culpable for being beaten. This is because the wife has no power. The owners, management, brands, and fans are the ones who have the potential to destroy the athlete’s career.

Acknowledging that you owe something (even if it’s just two words: “I’m sorry”) to someone else because you were cruel or ignorant, then apologizing well for it—that’s hard. It puts you in a subordinate position. And it’s why so many people resist apologizing. It’s scary to look under your own hood and see that you’ve done wrong—and scarier still to talk openly about that wrong to the person or community you’ve harmed.

It does feel that we’re at a moment in which power structures are being challenged in a meaningful way, more fundamentally than ever. #MeToo, #BlackLivesMatter, #OwnVoices, #TransWomenAreWomen—all these hashtag campaigns are indications that not only are greater numbers of disenfranchised and harmed people demanding to be listened to but also that we’re in transition as a culture. Some folks who want to be perceived as allies are raising up voices that haven’t been historically heard from, and some folks are digging in harder than ever to hold on to their place of supremacy. Lousy apologies are often insincere attempts to placate people demanding justice; good apologies acknowledge that other folks deserve justice. From you. You, the person apologizing.

No wonder good apologies are scary! But when facing cultural change, it’s normal to be scared. And we need to be scared—at least a little—for power to shift in healthy ways that help us all grow.

If We Treated Indigenous People Badly, It Wasn’t Because They Were Indigenous, Just Bad

In December 2019, Maxwell Johnson took his granddaughter to a branch of the Bank of Montreal (BMO) in Vancouver, British Columbia, to open her first bank account. He planned to transfer money to her electronically when she was traveling with her basketball team. He didn’t foresee problems: he’d had an account there for five years. He had also just deposited $30,000 from an Aboriginal rights settlement package, due to his status as a member of the Heiltsuk Nation. He brought his tribal status card and his birth certificate. His granddaughter was too young to have her own tribal status card, but she was covered by her mother’s card, so he brought that and also his granddaughter’s medical card.

But there was a problem. There was a branch manager, Ms. S., who found the whole thing very suspicious. It seemed to her that Johnson’s ID didn’t exactly match the bank’s records, and she didn’t like the granddaughter’s, either. Where did all that money in Johnson’s account come from? She wasn’t sure, but she wasn’t going to let him take any of it out. She told the pair that she had to “verify” their cards, then went away and called the police and reported “fraud in progress.”

Police arrived, took the two outside, and handcuffed them on the busy sidewalk. Grandfather and granddaughter were separated and patted down. They remained calm, although the child started to cry. The grandfather kept asking what the problem was. How could his ID not match when it had always matched before? They were arrested.

They were held on the sidewalk while one of the constables placed some calls from a police car. When he confirmed that the granddaughter was in official records as being twelve years old, as the grandfather and child had said, and not seventeen, as Ms. S. had speculated, she was uncuffed.

Things were checking out, so the constable went in to talk to Ms. S., who was still “adamant” that a scam was happening. He made more calls and reached the justice coordinator of the Heiltsuk Nation, who confirmed that Johnson and granddaughter were tribal members, that Johnson had recently received that totally legit money, that the girl was supposed to use her mother’s card because SHE WAS ONLY TWELVE, and that everything was on the up-and-up. You know, if the police could make these calls, the branch manager could have.

So, after forty-five minutes, the police uncuffed Johnson and told him he was free to go. He and his granddaughter went to the local branch of the Vancouver Police Department (VPD), where the constable explained why they had been arrested in the first place. The VPD says the constable apologized.

But you know what? Johnson still wasn’t happy. Not long after the incident hit the news, the VPD said it was “regrettable.” The bank put out a statement saying they apologized “unequivocally” and that “recently, an incident occurred that does not reflect us at our best. We deeply regret this.”

When a grandparent tries to open an account for a grandchild, there are often annoying demands for paperwork. But seldom are longtime customers arrested. Seldom are they and their grandchildren handcuffed and searched in public. Many people voiced the opinion that Johnson and his granddaughter were treated this way because they were Indigenous. The BMO denied it. The VPD denied it. They said Ms. S. told them Johnson and his granddaughter were “South Asian,” which is odd when SHE WAS HOLDING THEIR TRIBAL STATUS CARDS. (No one actually argued that it was racism against South Asian people, not racism against Indigenous people, because that really would not have helped.) There were demonstrations outside the bank.

Some days after the arrests happened, the bank called Johnson to apologize, but he wasn’t impressed. “The damage is already done. My granddaughter is going to be scarred for life.” He was thinking of a lawsuit through Canada’s Human Rights Tribunal.

Almost a month later the bank let it be known that they had formed an Indigenous advisory council. Bank executive Erminia Johannson said they had made a mistake in calling the police, and they were “heartfelt [sic], sad, disappointed, embarrassed and apologetic on this situation” but that their review had determined that the incident “cannot be characterized” as racist. In an impassioned press conference, Johannson referred to “the situation,” the “unintended circumstances,” “what happened,” and “a series of events that we all know about.” She never said “arrest” or “handcuffs.” She never said “twelve years old.”

That didn’t help matters, and a lawsuit was indeed filed against the BMO and the VPD. The VPD said that they’d been told Johnson and his granddaughter were South Asian; that teenagers are “sometimes a flight risk,” so handcuffing made sense; and that the VPD officers took Johnson and his granddaughter out of the bank and onto the street “to protect the privacy of those being arrested.” Video of the scene shows many people walking past the handcuffed pair. It does not show any privacy.

The apologies Maxwell Johnson and his granddaughter received have so far been bad, delayed, evasive, and unconvincing. They haven’t made the BMO or the VPD look any better.

Who has the power in this story? The big national bank and the police department. Once upon a time, such humiliating mistreatment of First Nations people would have gone unremarked upon. But with cultural change challenging power structures, powerful entities are fearful, defensive… and in full denial.


The World Spins Faster

The issue of timing is important here, and it may look like we’re going to contradict ourselves. The Bank of Montreal dragged their feet in responding to the outcry against their treatment of Johnson and his granddaughter—whose name we know, because it was blurred out in only some of the VPD documents made public, but we’re certainly not going to use it, even if it means we have to keep saying the unwieldy “Johnson and his granddaughter”—and that seems to have made Johnson feel disregarded and more insulted than ever.

They should have acted immediately. But acting immediately doesn’t mean you have to act completely. What you do, if you’re a decent person who learns that your business has handcuffed a twelve-year-old trying to open a bank account with her grandpa and treated them like criminals in broad daylight in a public place, is instantly go to them and say, “We’re so sorry! We should not have called the cops about your confusing paperwork! You should not have been cuffed! You should not have been arrested! We’re going to investigate and review and find out exactly how this happened and make sure it never happens again! What would you like us to do for you?” Then you do the review.

But in other cases of a different nature, it may be better to think deeply before embarking on an apology. Nowadays, for most of us, it’s very hard to sit with anything. We don’t take the time to breathe before reacting publicly to an insult… or to an apology. When a politician or celebrity does something wrong, they’re urged to do one of two things: ignore the outcry or issue a statement instantaneously. It’s a facet of a world in which we’re expected to respond to bosses’ questions 24-7, check our email every few minutes, never ignore a text, perpetually be up on the latest news.

But sometimes it’s better to wait before saying you’re sorry. Cynthia M. Frantz, a psychology professor at Oberlin College, studies the timing of apologies. In 2004 she published a study in the Journal of Experimental Social Psychology called “Better Late Than Early: The Influence of Timing on Apology Effectiveness.” She had eighty-three students imagine that a friend had forgotten to meet them as promised. She then asked the students to imagine that the friend apologized as soon as they saw the student, or after the student had had a chance to vent to the friend about being blown off by them, or not at all. Study participants had the most positive feelings about the apology they received after having a chance to express their annoyance and irritation to the friend. It was important to them that they felt heard.

A friend of Susan’s, a Black woman of considerable accomplishment, once asked Susan not to mention those accomplishments when introducing her. She preferred to get acquainted without that information being in the forefront. She also said she had the feeling that Susan didn’t do the same thing when introducing white friends. Susan is white.

Susan got defensive. She agreed that of course she would introduce her friend in whatever manner was preferred—but! But! No! She tried to introduce everybody with a little information to start the ball rolling! She treated everyone the same way! Susan’s friend accepted the promise to change the introduction style but did not seem to feel understood.

Susan kept thinking about it. And realized that her friend was right. It truly was often the case that she liked stressing her friend’s accomplishments because they conflicted with possible stereotypes. She hadn’t meant to be obnoxious, but she’d succeeded anyway. It was a racist microaggression.

She called her friend and apologized. The exact words are lost to memory, but she said something like, “I thought about what you said, and you were right. I’m sorry. I won’t do it anymore—and now I understand why. Thank you for explaining.” Her apology was accepted. This was a case where sitting and thinking was important and made things better.

Apologies tend to be terrible when they’re knee-jerk. So many public apologies are bad because they come immediately, the public figure frantically reacting to angry Instagram and TikTok and YouTube comments, clearly without actually taking the time to ponder what precisely it was that they did wrong. Sometimes they deny what’s clearly true, because lying is the first, visceral, panicked choice when one feels cornered. The next apology from the public figure comes a few hours or a day or two later, often as a longer screenshot shared across platforms, buffed to a shiny sameness, clearly crafted by a PR or crisis communication team, sounding very little like the person’s own voice. The first apology is narcissistic; the second is self-serving.

The twenty-four-hour news cycle is not helpful to good apologies. We’d like to think there could be more private apologies if people take inspiration from the public apologies, even if it’s the scornful negative inspiration of “I can do better than that!”

The Pleasures of Apologizing

One of our favorite things about apologies is that after you make a good one, you feel a sense of release. There’s relief. A clean feeling. It’s over. You don’t have to avoid the subject. You don’t find yourself secretly obsessing or agonizing or wishing it away anymore. Because you handled it. And you don’t have to obsess about whether people in the limelight apologized well for their peccadilloes or not. Because you dealt with your own mishegas head-on.

There’s currently a movement away from “call-out culture,” which exists to point fingers and yell at people, toward “call-in culture,” a term popularized by Smith College professor Loretta J. Ross. Call-in culture enlists a person who needs help in embracing difference and diversity and gives them a role in their own education and self-betterment. This kind of gentle guidance can create new allies from antagonists or sideline sitters. Folks from different backgrounds, age groups, races, and religions can work to support one another and build a more just world.

Social media may frequently be toxic, but it’s also democratizing. Sure, some people will always be fiercer than others, more impatient for change. And some people will perpetually refuse to negotiate in good faith. But we all benefit when we refrain from tearing down the kind of people who apologize poorly because they don’t really understand what they’ve done wrong, as opposed to the kind of people who apologize poorly because they’re assholes who are sure they’re right.

Again, public apologies are the ones we all hear about, and their analysis can be a useful public exercise. But private apologies are equally (probably more!) important and deserve the greatest respect. Good apologies mend the social fabric. We use the term “social fabric” for a reason. The very phrase means that none of us is on our own; we’re all woven together in this world. What we do affects others and what they do affects us. We all need to behave well toward each other so that the world is an okay place to be. When the social fabric is torn (loose threads! people seeing skin you didn’t want them to see!) emotions get raw, and the world feels cold and bad.

But if the person who wrongs us apologizes? Sincerely and with forethought? Then we feel like it’s not a world where such indignities and assaults happen with no one caring. A well-knit apology warms us. It shows that we’re not adrift, by our lonesome, in a freezing world. It acknowledges that we should be able to go through life un-kicked, seen. We all want to feel that we matter. Our dignity, our time, our feelings. They all matter. We’re all tied together, with lovely knots in a beautiful afghan made from friendly sheep. This metaphor may have gotten away from us.

Apologies are small actions that are more powerful than most people guess. Sometimes it feels that changing the world is too daunting, too vast. There are too many moving parts. But tiny acts can have big repercussions, like a butterfly flapping its wings in the Amazon something something typhoon something. We may see the positive impact of an apology in a sudden surprised smile, the smoothing of a furrowed brow, the dropping of shoulders squared for battle.

About That Moment We’re Having

It seems to us that people say apology is having a moment because they’re seeing so many more public apologies, and in a way that’s a good thing. Work with animals has shown that one of the best ways to learn things is to see others schooled. Seeing other people attacked for saying leash laws are reminiscent of the Third Reich, seeing their snarkiness demolished, noticing how idiotic their defensiveness makes them look, makes many onlookers aware of the folly of such comparisons.

Sometimes people use the phrase “having a moment” with a little moue of distaste. Some seem slightly worried the moment is coming for them, maybe for dumb things they could easily have said in high school. Or on Usenet. Or in that private Prank’d Facebook group they used to be in. Although apology is timeless—as we’ve pointed out, dogs can do it! and wait till we tell you about the monkeys!—it is newly being spotlighted in action. We hope the outcome will be good. More and more people are hip to the horrors of “Sorry if…” (Comedian Harry Shearer calls these “ifpologies,” and so do we. We think he was first. But we think we beat you to “bropology,” Harry Shearer! And “fauxpology”!)

Rather than say that apology is having a moment, perhaps it’s better to say that apology’s time of recognition has come.


ACTION ITEMS


	
Do you owe someone an apology? Don’t be knee-jerk about it and risk making things worse. Take a beat. Think about what you’ll say. Read the rest of this book.

	
Did you screw up publicly? You don’t have to look at your social media mentions, you know. Log off, talk to friends you trust, ponder your next steps.

	
Breathe. It sucks when people yell at you. But most of the time they move on. You can’t consider the best course of action when your heart’s pounding and you feel besieged.

	
If someone is mad at you, let them yell. They need to feel listened to. Try to listen. If you can’t listen, just shut up and do your best to record their words in your brain for later, when you can play them back and consider them. At least they’re talking to you. When someone yells, they’re giving you an opening to fix what you did wrong. When they ghost you, it’s a lot harder to make amends.

	
Consider observing a social media Sabbath. One full day a week, don’t go on the internet and don’t watch any news on TV. Focus on being present, on sitting with yourself and other human persons. You can do it.




Four Reasons Not to Apologize

1. You don’t mean it. You’ll just apologize badly and risk making things worse. Seriously, don’t apologize. (You may want to check in with someone you trust about whether you should want to apologize, though.) If you don’t feel bad for refusing to eat your friend’s carob-beet cupcakes, don’t apologize for refusing to eat your friend’s carob-beet cupcakes. Apologize instead for hurting your friend’s feelings, or for not asking them to bring their famous zucchini-flax loaf, which you love—assuming that you can tolerate the zucchini-flax loaf—or for yelling in front of the whole party, “If I wanted to eat something that tastes like dirt, I’d just go to the yard and yank up some sod!” like a sensitivity-free dickhead.

2. It would hurt the other person. Are you consciously or unconsciously using apology as a weapon to feel superior or to make the other person feel small?

3. The other person doesn’t want to hear from you. Because then, if you apologize anyway, your apology isn’t really about their feelings; it’s about your own need for expiation.

4. The other person is demanding too many apologies. If the other person refuses to forgive but keeps insisting you grovel, you are allowed (nay, encouraged) to stop.








CHAPTER 2 SIX SIMPLE STEPS TO GETTING IT RIGHT


A good apology corrects an imbalance, respects a person’s value, and takes away an insult. A bad apology makes things worse. If my dog snaps at you, and I say, “I’m sorry, but you shouldn’t have looked at her that way. Most dog people know not to do that,” I decidedly made things a lot worse. I implied that it was your fault—so maybe you should apologize to me—and that you’re ignorant, and not a dog person, or maybe just a lousy dog person.

(Incidentally, sometimes we write as if you are the person apologizing. In which case, no offense intended. Sometimes we write as if you are the person getting the apology. Which you richly deserve! Sometimes we write as if we are witnessing someone else’s apology to others. An apology that may be good or bad! Confusing, and yet we are sure you can keep up. We believe in you.)

It Was Never My Intention Not to Be Flawless

Being in the wrong or being one-down (meaning at a disadvantage in a situation or having conceded a lead to someone else—it’s British) is no fun. And for some people it’s fucking agony. It’s also uncomfortable to have to reexamine your assumptions. “My concept for the graphic novel wasn’t racist, because I’m not a racist.” “I couldn’t have sounded condescending, because it’s a thing with me to respect every human soul, even dipsticks like Jordan.” “I’m shocked that anyone found me intimidating, since I’m a fluffy duckling at heart.” “My political party—the Democrats/Republicans/Conservatives/Liberals/Labour/Whigs/Tories/Federalists/Anti-Federalists/Greens/Libertarians/The Rent Is Too Damn High Party—couldn’t have done anything harmful, or at least nowhere near as bad as the other fellows, because we are the good guys on this issue.” The work of acknowledging that your worldview is flawed can take some pondering.

Simple Steps to Great Apologies

We believe the good apology has six parts. Maybe six and a half. Here they are:


1. Say you’re sorry.

2. For what you did.

3. Show you understand why it was bad.

4. Only explain if you need to; don’t make excuses.

5. Say why it won’t happen again.

6. Offer to make up for it.

Six and a half. Listen.



Let’s unpack, shall we?

FIRST, say “I apologize” or “I’m sorry.” Say it. Say those words. So basic, yet so often overlooked. Because those words take the blame, people will often avoid saying them without thinking about it. They say, “I regret the explosions!” without acknowledging that we all regret the explosions. People blocks away regret the explosions, and some of us are still picking shrapnel out of our socks. So the person who actually caused the explosions needs to say more than “regret.” Psychologist Harriet Lerner, author of Why Won’t You Apologize?: Healing Big Betrayals and Everyday Hurts, calls “I’m sorry” the “two most powerful words in the English language.”

In Never Hit a Jellyfish with a Spade, British humorist Guy Browning writes, “If you can’t stomach an apology, you can just say you regret something. This is shorthand for ‘I regret being in a situation where an apology is called for.’ ” The fact that people use “regret” as a dodge is all too real. After the events of Kent State, where the Ohio National Guard fired on a student peace rally and killed four people and injured nine more, there were statements of regret from the Guard. Asked whether that was an apology, the adjutant-general of the Guard, Sylvester Del Corso, told a reporter, “There is no apology. We expressed sorrow and regret just as you would express condolences to the family of someone who died.”

Regret takes no ownership. The point of saying you’re sorry or that you apologize about a situation in which you were a prime actor is to acknowledge that you caused or partly caused the thing that happened. So if you actually intend to apologize, you must take responsibility and not merely hand-wave about your sorrow. Also, regret is about your feelings, not about the feelings of the person you’re apologizing to. And the latter are what’s important here. Later, if and when you’re forgiven, you can flash your vocabulary words: you felt “rue” and “remorse” and “anguish” alongside your regret! But again, you do not get to say this NOW.

The apology should be to the people harmed. If you’re a celebrity who got caught on camera licking the donuts in a display case, or a politician who spent public money to redecorate your deep-sea fishing boat, The Lucky Loophole, or a sports immortal who injected buttloads of steroids and called everyone else cheaters and sued anyone who suggested that you injected buttloads of steroids—your apology should first be directed to the donut workers and purchasers, the taxpayers, and your teammates, not to the fans/supporters you’ve disappointed. Not to the studio, not to the state party organization, not to the owner of the team. And not to your Instagram followers. You can apologize to them, too, but if you’re going on and on about how you let your Fan Nation down and glide right over what you actually did to let them down, that shows a deep lack of understanding of the offense. Almost as if your real concern is your career.

SECOND, say what the something was. Specify! This is important. This is something that gets bungled a lot. People are embarrassed; they want to get it over with and they can’t bring themselves to say what they did. “That was quite a situation, alas.” Nope. Name it.

Say it simply. Expressing that you’re sorry for what you did (and naming that thing) is not the same thing as saying it is regrettable if anyone got the wrong idea about the thing. You know, the thing. That happened.

A person who is apologizing might not name the offense because they don’t want to think about the offense. But it’s also true that in some cases, they’re being wily. They apologize in vague terms because they’re secretly only apologizing for part of what they did. “I’m sorry I messed up your dinner party,” they say. And they are sorry they threw the chutney, but they’re not sorry they called your sister a ferret-faced jizztrumpet—they’re kind of proud of that, actually, and they’d enjoy doing it again.

Maybe you didn’t care about the chutney, but you feel bad for your sister, who had been shy about meeting your cool artist friends, and now she never wants to again. Or maybe you didn’t care about the chutney, and you actually think it was time somebody told your lousy sister what’s what, but you’re upset that they stormed out of the dining room and drove off in your car and ran it out of gas. In either case, you didn’t actually get an apology for the thing that upset you, because the person apologizing was so vague.

Remember, apologize for what you did. Not for how the other person felt about it. You are apologizing for your actions, not how the other person responded to them. It’s an important distinction. You’re sorry for calling them a hypocrite, not for “upsetting” them. People mess this one up a lot. It’s evasive, and it’s lazy. As comedian Franchesca Ramsey writes, “ ‘I’m sorry you feel that way’ will always be easier to say than ‘I’m sorry I made you feel that way. I’ll do better.’ ”

Here is another example of not naming the offense: If you are, say, an international fashion brand repeatedly accused of employing racist imagery, insulting LGBTQ families, and calling celebrities “ugly” and “cheap,” and you release a series of racist videos showing a Chinese woman trying and failing to eat Italian food with chopsticks (including one where someone off-screen sneers and leers at her attempts with a cannoli and asks in Mandarin, “Is it too huge for you?”), your apology should consist of more than vague sentiments delivered somberly in Italian to a camera. Vague sentiments like “We have deeply reflected on how our words and deeds have affected the Chinese people and China,” and “We feel sad.” (Again: irrelevant, your feelings.) Adding, “I hope you can forgive us for the misunderstanding in our cultural understanding” and “We attach great importance to this statement of apology” is meaningless given your brand’s repeated behavior. Plus, “cultural understanding”? It doesn’t take much cultural understanding to refrain from calling China “the country of shit” in a leaked Instagram message—accompanied by five poop emojis!—or telling an Asian model distressed by your ad campaign that she is “China Ignorant Dirty Smelling Mafia” who eats dogs.

You had to drag in zombies

When you say what you did or said, say you did it; don’t say “it was done.” In other words, use the active voice, not the passive voice. Don’t say “I’m sorry a toaster was dropped on your foot.” Say “I’m sorry I dropped the toaster on your foot.” If you say “Mistakes were quite possibly made by the administrations in which I served,” you’re going to sound like Henry Kissinger. You really want that?

One test for passive voice is the “by zombies” test. Does the sentence still work with the undead in it? Rebecca Johnson, a professor of culture and ethics at the United States Marine Corps University, explained that “if you can insert ‘by zombies’ after the verb, you have passive voice.” So “I’m sorry a toaster was dropped on your foot by zombies” is a decent sentence with passive voice (but a bad apology). “I’m sorry I dropped the toaster on your foot by zombies” doesn’t make sense at all, because it’s not the passive voice. See?

There are even more ways to phrase things to avoid saying anyone did anything. “Old tweets came to light.” “Shit happened.” “An unscheduled chemical release occurred.”

We commit to making a sad face

Naming what you did is part of taking responsibility. We’ve noticed that people, especially public figures and corporate representatives, have a tendency to say, “I take responsibility” (because they know that’s a thing they are supposed to say), but they may not actually take responsibility at all. “I feel awful that our product made long-lasting fuzzy green splotches appear on people’s skin, and I take full responsibility. The product formula was changed by others while I was out of town and the first I heard of it was when the polka-dotted plaintiffs got a lawyer. I feel terrible for the people who didn’t read the label before rubbing the product all over their bodies.” That person is not actually taking responsibility. Will they be paying medical bills? Before they get sued?

Just the same way, don’t carefully detail how your Instagram post was the fault of your social media team, and then say you are taking responsibility, without saying how and in what way you are changing to take responsibility.

Similarly, if you are a grown-up sports announcer at a high school girls basketball game who calls the team that knelt during the national anthem “fucking [n-words],” you do not get to apologize for “this most unfortunate incident.” Oh, what incident was this, the one where the concession stand ran out of popcorn? And you should not say in the second sentence of your apology that you thought your microphone was off. Even if you then say “that is no excuse,” you have literally just excused yourself because you used the second sentence of your apology to tell us you had no idea the microphone was on, which sure seems to be giving away some prime apology real estate to something irrelevant. And you need to own that you said the n-word—you can do that without repeating the slur, simply by calling it “a racial slur”—and that you said it about teenage girls expressing their First Amendment rights whom you said should “get their ass kicked.” But instead of saying that in your apology, you chose to say “I am a family man. I am married, have two children and at one time was a youth pastor. I continue to be a member of a Baptist church.” That’s all super-duper fascinating, but these attributes do not unsay the words you said. And then, the cherry on top of the shitty apology cake was your telling us you have type 1 diabetes and your blood sugar was spiking. Millions of diabetics have experienced blood sugar spikes and have inexplicably managed not to say the n-word. As for the sentences “While the comments I made would certainly seem to indicate that I am racist, I am not. I have never considered myself to be racist, and in short cannot explain why I made those comments,” well, sir, let us help you. You made those comments because you are racist. Stating that “it is my sincere desire that I can obtain forgiveness” doesn’t earn you forgiveness. You have to do the work, work you clearly are not doing if you “cannot explain” why you made those comments.

But now, a palate cleanser: Here’s an example of what taking ownership of your misdeeds actually looks like. When a woman attending a wedding held in an Ohio historical museum was harassed by two staff members who insisted she couldn’t breastfeed her baby where people (families!) could see, the museum follow-up showed what responsibility and commitment look like. They apologized to the woman, they posted about the incident publicly, they disciplined the two staff members (who had violated state law), they contacted a breastfeeding organization to provide training for all staff, and they posted images of historic clothing items designed and worn by earlier Ohio women to make breastfeeding simpler. That was a splendid apology, and it was accepted. No legal action is pending.

Notice that a good apology focuses. It doesn’t just flop around and wallow in random dismay.

THIRD is showing you understand why what you did was bad. You understand the impact. You acknowledge the effects. If you took their pogo stick without permission, you should apologize for that. But if by taking their pogo stick, you left them stranded shoeless in the desert (hmm, this might be a Burning Man apology), you need to apologize for that too.

If you turned your phone off to take a quick nap and slept so long you missed the engagement party at Jordan’s parents’ place, you should apologize for that, and also, also, for how awkward it was for Jordan to have to say that the person they planned to marry hadn’t shown up yet, and how Jordan was actually afraid you were DEAD, and called all the hospitals, and—you know what?—just ask Jordan what else you should apologize for. But don’t pretend the only issue is that you were tired.

Shawna Potter’s Making Spaces Safer (which includes a discussion of apology) gives an example of filling the dishwasher in shared housing. If last night I said I would clear the dishes and put them in the dishwasher, and today you come home and I didn’t, I should apologize. Potter says I should not say “I’m sorry! I was in a meeting! Jeez!”

Potter suggests it’s better to say, “I’m so sorry I forgot to load the dishwasher. I know how frustrating that is for you because you expected to come home late after a long day of work and be able to prepare your dinner without a big mess in your way.” If I’m blaming the fact that I got home so late (“This meeting with the West Coast chapter went long, and I just couldn’t get away”), then I might keep that in mind for the future, so next time I won’t promise to do cleanup on meeting days. Finally, I can make an offer of repair: I could clear the dishes now, if they’re still sitting there, or fix them dinner, or order a pizza.

Consider all the ways you may have caused offense. If you grab someone’s Japanese naval officer’s sabre to open a stubborn jar of pickles and snap the tip off, well. You broke their expensive sabre. You also showed contempt for their collection. Maybe they care that you demonstrated disrespect for the Japanese Navy, maybe they don’t. But you need to take these matters into account when apologizing. Simply offering to share the pickles may not be enough.

Suppose Jordan has a few drinks at the lounge and gets drunker than expected and opts to be Really Careful driving home and yet somehow gets pulled over and blows .14 percent in the breath analyzer. “Where’s the problem?” Jordan says. “Look, I messed up, but nobody got hurt, except me—I spent the night in a cell, the fine is huge, and my insurance rate is gonna go sky-high. If I apologize to anyone, it should be me!” Wrong. Jordan endangered everyone on the road that night.


THIS HURTS ME MORE THAN I HURT YOU

“I feel terrible!”

“I’ll be doing some soul-searching.”

“I am deeply ashamed of my uncharacteristic behavior.”

“I wish that whole night hadn’t happened.”

“These events have left me so rueful.”

“We are saddened.”

“I’m heartbroken.”



Remember, the apology is not about you and your feelings. When we say you should show you understand the impact, we mean the impact on the other person, not you. You must say what you did, not how you feel about it now. Do not leave out the spray paint, the turkey carcass, or the flamethrower. An apology is not about your saddened heartbrokenness. It’s about the other person, and what you did to make them feel saddened and heartbroken. Or angry.

Actually, it’s a long, kind of ironic story of why I took your piebald camel

The FOURTH part of a good apology is to explain why whatever it was happened—if necessary, and only if necessary. If I snarl at someone because I’m stressed by a bad day, I should apologize. I can mention that I’ve been having a bad day as explanation (“I’m sorry, that wasn’t about anything you did”), as long as I don’t then make them part of the bad day (“I had a nightmare day, and coming home some jerk cut me off on Banana Street, and then you asked if I’ve seen your shoes when I have said a million times I AM NOT YOUR GODDAMN SHOE CONCIERGE”), and as long as I don’t divert the conversation to the details of my bad day and my endless, endless suffering (“It’s like the dry cleaner never saw a belly-dance costume before!”).

Sometimes explanations are very helpful. “My son has the exact same tricycle, and I thought my kids had left it out there on the sidewalk. I really wasn’t trying to steal your kid’s trike. I apologize! I don’t blame you for being upset—I would be upset too. I should have noticed the fancy streamers on the handlebars.”

It’s also sometimes the case that people want and need explanations to make sense of things. “I ghosted you because I knew what you said about Jordan using me was true. I felt like I’d been a complete idiot. I wasn’t mad at you, I just couldn’t face you because you knew what I’d done.”

But focus hard on not letting explanations drift into excuses. Keep in mind that “I didn’t mean to!” is an excuse. It is not a get-out-of-jail-free card. Intent and impact are two different things, and the latter matters a lot more than the former. I didn’t mean to let your rabbit out when I opened the door for fresh air, but the rabbit is just as gone.

Excuses are things like “Our algorithm didn’t prioritize frontline staff to get the Covid vaccine, which is why we vaccinated some of the senior doctors who don’t even come into the hospital instead of any of the hospital-based medical residents we also just asked to work extra shifts in the ER” and “Our organization was in transition and some things fell through the cracks” and “My comedy is edgy, and I should have known that some people simply don’t understand incisive cultural commentary.”

There’s a continuum in apologies from explanations (sometimes good) to excuses (bad) to attacks (very bad). If I was late to your baby shower because the bus I was taking caught fire, that’s an explanation. If I was late to your baby shower because I was hung over, that’s an excuse. If I was late to your baby shower because baby showers are a saddening instance of brainwashed consumerism—come on, sheeple!—and it took me a while to force myself to get out the door, that’s an attack.

If I say I was late to your baby shower because on the way someone hurled an angry skunk into my car while I was idling at a stoplight and I had to go back home and bathe in tomato juice before I came, that’s implausible. Something about that doesn’t smell right.

The FIFTH step is to say why whatever you did won’t happen again. “I’ll be sure to look at the trike handlebars next time.” “We had everyone on the staff go through training with the Breastfeeding Alliance, and all new hires will learn about our policy.” “Now that I know how you feel about that nickname, I’ll never use it again.” “We fired the manager.” “I’m keeping the gun safe locked from now on.” “I went to a 12-step meeting last night and I’m going again tomorrow night.”

In some situations you might want to line up assistance from someone else. “Once you’ve committed to changing your behavior or repairing the harm that was caused, find one person who can hold you accountable,” the Software Freedom Conservancy suggests. “This could be a business coach or mediator, or a counselor or therapist. You need to find someone who is not involved with your organization and not a friend. This is the only way to get an unbiased perspective.”

Sometimes this step isn’t needed. Sometimes it’s obvious it can’t happen again. What are the chances that you’re going to rent another piano and I’m going to be able to get my hands on more gelignite in this nowhere town?

The SIXTH step is offering to make up for what you did—making reparations. Remember that guest who threw the chutney? They should be scrubbing everything you own to get the chutney out. If it’s relevant, an apology might discuss how to make reparations in a broader way. A drunk driver can’t bring back a loved one, but they might make a donation for the local emergency service to get a new ambulance with more modern equipment. (Remember, in the fifth step of our six-and-a-half steps, they joined that substance-abuse recovery program.) A hotel might arrange training in recognizing implicit bias for their staff—which means all their staff, not just the minimum-wage folks. Bad policies can be rewritten.

Clearly, not every step is needed in every apology. But never ever skip one and two—always say you’re sorry and what you’re sorry for.

In many lists of apology steps, the last step is asking for forgiveness. We emphatically don’t agree. We don’t think asking for forgiveness should be part of an apology at all. Asking for forgiveness is like asking for a gift; Miss Manners would tell you it’s rude to ask for a gift. A gift should be freely given. You are the person in the one-down position, which means you do not get to ask the person you’ve harmed to make you feel better. Apologies are not negotiations. Just as excuses don’t belong there, parleys for absolution don’t belong there either.

SIXTH AND A HALF: Now, depending on the situation, there might be one more thing to do. Make sure the person you’ve apologized to can have their say. Listen. Do not interrupt; do not protest. Just listen.

Different delivery mechanisms send different messages: Which is right for you?


Handwritten letter. This is the most potent way to apologize. We rarely write letters these days, which means there’s something about a hand-addressed missive on serious stationery that says, “This is important.” You found a stamp and everything. If you have done something truly awful, a letter is how you apologize. If what you have done is only moderately awful, you can send a postcard featuring a poop emoji holding a sign that says “Sorry I was a giant turd” on it. Or you know, some other postcard.

Email. If you have a lot of background info to impart or explaining to do (though again, be wary of too much explanation, which can often read as making excuses for yourself), email is a good medium. Email gives you space to unroll and explore without all the weighty import of a handwritten note. Be sure to conclude with “You don’t have to respond to this.” As ever, you’re the one who needs to sit with discomfort when you’ve screwed up; you do not get to ask for a response.

Text. This is often your best apology choice in our digital age. It’s informal but thoughtful, and it doesn’t have a ton of baggage. The person has the option to respond to you or not, on the spot or not. It’s best for smaller offenses. A texted apology says: “I know I screwed up, but I also don’t want to make you uncomfortable by turning this into a thing.”

Face-to-face. The single most essential caveat about a face-to-face apology: the other person needs to be able to walk away from you. For instance, do not apologize in a car when you’re going to be sitting next to that person for the next twenty minutes; you could make them uncomfortable and they’re stuck. If someone walks away as you’re trying to apologize, you have chosen the wrong way to apologize! Let them go! Do not follow! Talk to an apology-savvy friend about the specifics of your situation and consider giving the other person some time before you try again—in a text, an email, or a handwritten card, NOT face-to-face. The very last thing you want is for the other person to feel cornered. And if the person doesn’t want to talk to you, period, respect that.



Regardless of how you apologize, DO NOT seek absolution from the other party or provide a lot of context in your missive. Again, you’re supposed to be groveling here, not explaining or asking for a gift—a gift the person might not think you deserve.

Go forth!

Doing all six (and maybe a half) steps means doing something most people can’t seem to manage. When you do, you’ll be making an effort toward balance and fairness and making things right. Good on you.


ACTION ITEMS

Memorize this. Print it out and put it next to your computer. Make a note on your phone. Hire Lin-Manuel Miranda to put it to music and sing it on YouTube.


	1. Say you’re sorry.


	2. For what you did.


	3. Demonstrate that you understand the impact and know why what you did was hurtful.


	4. Offer explanation (if relevant) but no excuses.


	5. Make clear why what you did won’t happen again.


	6. Make reparations.


	Six and a half. LISTEN.





The exception to “An apology should say exactly what you did wrong”

What if, in saying what you did wrong, you do it again? If what you did involved ugly words, racist terms, or just hilarious insults, you’d do better to allude to them rather than repeat them in the apology. “What I said was insulting, and not true, and I apologize for saying it. You didn’t deserve that.” “I’m sorry I subjected you to a racist cliché.” “I was trying so hard to be funny, and instead I was just stupid. I’m really sorry.” If you had an affair with their spouse, and you’re sorry and want to make it right, do not go into details about the fun you and their spouse had together.

The best “when to avoid specificity” advice is this timeless disclaimer from Monty Python: “We would like to apologise for the way in which politicians are represented in this programme. It was never our intention to imply that politicians are weak-kneed political time-servers who are concerned more with their personal vendettas and private power struggles than the problems of government, nor to suggest at any point that they sacrifice their credibility by denying free debate on vital matters in the mistaken impression that party unity comes before the well-being of the people they supposedly represent, nor to imply at any stage that they are squabbling little toadies without an ounce of concern for the vital social problems of today. Nor indeed do we intend that viewers should consider them as crabby ulcerous little self-seeking vermin with furry legs and an excessive addiction to alcohol and certain explicit sexual practices which some people might find offensive. We are sorry if this impression has come across.”
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