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			Advance Praise for 

			Why Won’t You Apologize?

			“If you want to know why Harriet Lerner is one of my great heroes, Why Won’t You Apologize? is the answer. This book is a game changer.”

			—Brené Brown, Ph.D., LMSW, author of the #1 New York Times bestseller Rising Strong

			“Harriet Lerner is one hell of a wise woman. She draws you in with deft and engaging prose, and then changes your life with her rigorous intelligence and her deeply human advice. I promise that you will never see ‘the apology’ in quite the same way.”

			—Esther Perel, MA, LMFT, author of Mating in Captivity

			“If you want to learn the art and craft of apology and repair when you’ve hurt someone, this is your book. If you are frustrated with a person who is no good at accepting responsibility for hurting you, this is your book. If you want powerful insights into human relationships, let me say it plainly: This is the best self-help book I’ve ever read!

			—William Doherty, Ph.D., professor of Family Social Science at the University of Minnesota, author of Take Back Your Marriage

			“Why Won’t You Apologize? is at once practical and profound. It guides us through the most difficult places in human relationships. Read this book, then pass it on to the non-­apologizer in your life.”

			—Monica McGoldrick, MA, LCSW, Ph.D. (Honorary), director of the Multicultural Family Institute in Highland Park, New Jersey

			“With luminous stories and clinical nuance, Harriet Lerner shows us the value and power of apologies—and how to deliver and receive them. We applaud her achievement, including her compelling analysis of the dynamics of forgiveness. We recommend this book to anyone who has suffered hurt from others or caused others to suffer. Who among us has not done both?”

			—Harville Hendrix, Ph.D., and Helen LaKelly Hunt, Ph.D., authors of Making Marriage Simple and Getting the Love You Want

			“With her signature punch and humor, Harriet Lerner tackles the injuries that occur in marriage, family, and friendship. Her advice for repairing hurts and earning forgiveness is fresh, profound, life-affirming, and immediately useful.”

			—Janis Abrahms Spring, Ph.D., author of After the Affair and How Can I Forgive You?

			“A profoundly insightful look into the many ways humans hurt each other and the power of apology to restore broken relationships. Harriet Lerner has written a valuable guide for both those who deserve an apology and those who owe one.”

			—John Kador, author of Effective Apology

			“I love Harriet Lerner’s work!”

			—Anne Lamott, author of Help, Thanks, Wow

			“Lerner takes us beyond the simple ‘I’m sorry’ to show us how to restore connection with those we love the most. This wise and eminently down-to-earth book is a guide that will last a lifetime and heal the hearts of so many.”

			—Dr. Sue Johnson, author of Hold Me Tight and Love Sense

			“Why Won’t You Apologize? is an immensely intelligent book. Lerner is an intrepid agent of change. What a gift!”

			—Judith V. Jordan, Ph.D., director of the Jean Baker Miller Training Institute at the Wellesley Center for Women
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			For my grandchildren

			Cyrus and Theo

			Lucía and Marcela

			And for their parents

			Matt and Jo

			Ben and Ari

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			

			The Many Faces of “I’m Sorry”

			My humorist friend Jennifer Berman drew a cartoon of the “guy with a million excuses.” My personal favorite is, “I’m sorry . . . but you never ASKED me if I was married with kids.” Then there’s the New Yorker cartoon that shows a father talking to his grown son. “I wanted to be there for you growing up, I really did,” the dad says. “But I got a foot cramp. And then a thing came up at the store—anyway, you understand.”

			While the humor of both cartoons rests on their absurdity, we have all received apologies followed by rationalizations that undo them. They are never satisfying. In fact, they do considerable harm.

			I’ve been studying apologies—and the men and women who can’t give them—for over two decades. Of course, you don’t need to be an expert on the subject to recognize when a well-deserved apology is not forthcoming, or when a bad apology flattens you. “I’m sorry” won’t cut it if it’s insincere, a quick way to get out of a difficult conversation, or followed by a justification or excuse.

			The healing power of a good apology is also immediately recognizable. When someone offers me a genuine apology, I feel relieved and soothed. Whatever anger and resentment I may still be harboring melts away. I also feel better when I offer an apology I know is due. I’m enormously grateful that I can repair the disconnection after having made a mistake or acted badly. Not that I’ve always been a champion apologizer. With my husband, Steve, for example, I like to apologize for exactly my share of the problem—as I calculate it, of course—and I expect him to apologize for his share, also as I calculate it. Needless to say, we don’t always do the same math.

			We’re all apology-challenged with certain people and in some situations. Some apologies are easier to offer than others. It’s one thing to forget to return your neighbor’s Tupperware, and another to sleep with her husband. For a small insensitivity, a simple and heartfelt “I’m sorry” may be all it takes, but not all of our insensitivities are simple.

			This book will teach you how to craft a deeply meaningful apology, and decode apologies that are blame-reversing, ambiguous, and downright mean. Going beyond the “how-to’s” of the good apology, we’ll be looking at compelling stories that illustrate how much the simple apology matters and why we so often muck it up. We’ll also be looking at heroic apologies that can open the door to forgiveness and healing in even the most difficult circumstances.

			As the title Why Won’t You Apologize? suggests, the chapters ahead are also for the hurt or angry person who has received a weaselly or insincere apology—or none at all. When we’ve been insulted or injured by someone who just doesn’t get it, we can learn the steps necessary to change the tone of the conversation and get through. Other times, however, nothing we say or do will change the unrepentant wrongdoer. In fact, the more serious the harm, the less likely it is for the wrongdoer to feel genuine remorse and make amends. What does the hurt party do then?

			The challenge of apology and reconciliation is a dance that occurs between at least two people. We are all, many times over, on both sides of the equation. Let’s begin with a brief “sorry sampler”—sorrys that go from easy to medium to hard.

			THE SIMPLEST “I’M SORRY”

			The simplest “I’m sorry,” the one easiest to offer, is when nothing is anybody’s fault. We say these two words not as an apology but rather as an empathic response to ­another person’s pain (“I’m so sorry you have to go through this ordeal”), or to a situation that has inconvenienced them (“I’m sorry I’m late. An accident on the interstate tied up the traffic). Here, “I’m sorry” recognizes that the other person was put out or going through a difficult time, and we want to communicate that we care.

			In many situations, saying “I’m sorry” requires relatively little effort—but the failure to extend it is not a small omission. Life is hard, and even the briefest of interactions with strangers can brighten your day or haunt it. It’s not that you’re going to sink into a major depression because the woman in the grocery store nearly ran you down with her cart, and rushed off without even looking up. You might assume that she failed to apologize because she didn’t care, or, alternatively, that she was too preoccupied or overcome with shame to make eye contact and speak. Whatever her reasons, it just doesn’t feel good, and the not-good feeling hangs on. Sometimes, the failure of the other person to apologize when they should hits us harder than the deed they should apologize for.

			The Long Wait in the Examining Room

			When the relationship matters, the failure to say “I’m sorry” can erode connection, even when it’s clear to both parties that no one is responsible for behaving badly. Consider my therapy client Yolanda, who sat clothed in a skimpy hospital gown on a cold table in the examining room waiting for her doctor, who was nearly an hour late.

			“So, my doctor finally appears,” Yolanda tells me, obviously upset, “and she says nothing, not even a simple apology. I felt like I wasn’t even a person to her. And later I felt bad about myself for being so oversensitive.”

			Questioning ourselves for being “oversensitive” is a common way that women, in particular, disqualify our legitimate anger and hurt. If you’ve hung out in medical examining rooms, you know that patients feel vulnerable. The fact that some of us feel more vulnerable than others in a particular context does not mean we are weak or lesser in any way.

			Yolanda didn’t take the long wait personally. She didn’t suspect that her physician was hiding out playing video games or texting her friends. Yolanda simply wanted to hear, “I’m sorry you had to wait so long. My last patient required more time than I had scheduled.” The failure of Yolanda’s doctor to even comment on her lateness felt like a small crack in a relationship with someone on whom she profoundly depends. A simple “I’m sorry” would have allowed Yolanda to feel respected, cared for, and validated.

			A MEDIUM-DIFFICULT “I’M SORRY”

			An apology is more difficult to offer when we do have something to apologize for and we regret our earlier behavior. Here even a short, sweet, and belated apology can sometimes matter a great deal.

			Deborah, a therapy client of mine, missed her younger sister’s wedding because it conflicted with a professional conference where she was presenting a paper. The conference had been scheduled long before her sister, Skye, decided on her wedding date, and Deborah was angry with her sister for expecting her to be there, and for insisting that the date she chose to marry was the only one that worked. But on the day of the wedding, Deborah felt awful about the choice she had made, and wished she were with her family at such an important time.

			Though they moved on, the incident rankled both of them. At first, Deborah had no intention of apologizing to Skye. For one thing, she thought Skye should offer the apology. There was no excuse, Deborah told me, for announcing the wedding date as a “done deal” rather than factoring Deborah’s schedule into the equation. Later, after feeling like she had made a colossal mistake in choosing to be at the conference, Deborah didn’t want to reopen the issue for a different reason. Apologizing, she believed, would only amplify the issue and make them both feel worse.

			Years later, in a flash of sudden affection for her sister, Deborah spontaneously sent Skye an email that said: “I’ve never told you how bad I felt about missing your wedding and how sorry I am about my decision. The day I was giving my paper at that conference, I kept thinking to myself, WHAT AM I DOING HERE? I have no explanation or excuse for making such a stupid decision.” Her sister wrote back, “Yeah, Deb, you were a real asshole. :-)”

			Email is generally not a good way to offer an apology. In this case, however, Deborah told me how everything felt lighter between them after this exchange. “It’s like some bit of trust or closeness has been restored that I didn’t even know was missing.”

			JUMPING OFF THE HIGH DIVE—THE TOUGHEST APOLOGIES

			It can take great courage to open a conversation and apologize for something we wish we had handled differently in the past. Perhaps we don’t want to be intrusive, or we’re concerned about how our apology will be received and what would happen next. If the other person hasn’t brought the subject up we may assume that we shouldn’t, either. But, as Margaret’s story illustrates, it’s best to leave open the possibility of talking about our earlier behavior that we now regret.

			Margaret has a daughter, Eleanor, a single mother whose second child, Christian, died when he was sixteen days old, having never left the hospital. Margaret had been helpful in practical ways, taking care of ­Eleanor’s three-year-old son, and keeping up the household during the two weeks Eleanor practically lived in the hospital.

			Margaret was absent, however, at the emotional level. In true British fashion, she had a “no mess, no fuss” attitude toward life’s difficulties, and a long cultural tradition of “Don’t fret, plod on.” She loved her daughter enormously, but she didn’t want Eleanor to get bogged down in grief. She also wanted to avoid her own deep sorrow. Out of her wish to protect both Eleanor and herself, Margaret failed to express her pain or inquire how her daughter was doing with this profound loss. The few times she saw Eleanor crying or depressed, she said things like, “Your son needs you. Be strong for him.”

			A decade later, Margaret’s coworker and friend, Jorge, had a son who was born stillborn. His loss understandably brought up Margaret’s own buried feelings of grief about her grandson Christian and the life he never had. When she observed the tremendous outpouring of love that Jorge received, and the openhearted way that he embraced the caring that surrounded him, something shifted in Margaret. She asked herself for the first time if she had done well by her daughter in the way she had responded to Christian’s tragic death.

			Soon thereafter a newspaper article about untimely loss appeared on the front page of their local paper. Much to her own surprise, Margaret revved up her courage and asked Eleanor if she’d read the piece. She also told her that she thought about Christian all the time. Margaret went on to say that she regretted never talking about her feelings because she didn’t know what to say and was afraid of making Eleanor feel worse. She said she was sorry that she had not made a space for them to talk about something so important, the saddest thing that had ever happened in their lives.

			Eleanor’s initial response was predictable. “There’s nothing you could have done,” she said flatly. “It wasn’t something you could fix. Don’t worry about it.” Eleanor was very much her mother’s daughter.

			Often the most interesting part of an apology is what happens later. Neither brought the subject up again, but Margaret told me that after the initial awkwardness passed she felt better about having spoken up. Months later, as the anniversary of Christian’s death was approaching, Margaret felt the desire to bring flowers to Christian’s grave. She hadn’t been there since the funeral. She casually mentioned this to Eleanor, who matter-­of-factly replied that she planned to make the trip, and they could go together if Margaret wanted a ride.

			Only on the ride to the cemetery did Margaret learn that Eleanor had been to the graveside twice a year for the past ten years. As they stood by Christian’s small gravestone, Margaret suddenly started sobbing. This surge of emotion took her totally by surprise because she had never cried about Christian’s death, and hardly ever about anything else. More unexpected still, Eleanor put her arms around her mother and they cried together.

			In Margaret’s case her apology felt like a great risk. She had been raised in a family where cheerfulness was one of the few permissible emotions, and competence and independence (defined as not needing anybody) were next to godliness. Her apology required her to share vulnerability and take a big leap into the unknown. She had no role model from her past to look to as a guide, so pioneering a new path required great courage on her part.

			BEYOND THE “HOW-TO’S”

			There are, of course, far more difficult situations in which to apologize than Margaret’s. For example, we may be faced with a person who wants us to apologize and we don’t think we should. It’s a profound challenge to sit on the hot seat and listen with an open heart to the hurt and anger of the wounded person who wants us to be sorry, especially when that person is accusing us (and not accurately, as we see it) of causing their pain. Yet both personal integrity and success in relationships depend on our ability to take responsibility for our part (and only our part) even when the other person is being a jerk.

			In the following chapters, we’ll take a fresh look at the power and potential pitfalls of apologies. For example:

				*	Why is it so difficult for humans to offer clear expressions of responsibility and remorse for our hurtful words and actions?

				*	What drives the non-apologizer—and the female over-apologizer?

				*	Why are the people who do the worst things the least able to own up?

				*	How do we sort out who is responsible for what?

				*	How do we (the hurt party) unwittingly contribute to the other person’s defensiveness and refusal to apologize?

				*	How can we get past life-draining anger and bitter­ness when the wrongdoer distorts reality or reverses blame?

				*	What’s the real reason you can’t stop hating your ex (or whomever)?

			Perhaps the most painful issue in the apology lexicon is coming to terms with the nonrepentant wrongdoer. This is a universal human challenge for which forgiveness is the prescribed solution of the day. Yet as we’ll see, you do not need to forgive the person who has hurt you in order to free yourself from obsessive anger and bitterness. Indeed, sometimes you have to be brave enough to resist pressure from the forgiveness cops.

			The need for apologies and repair is a singularly human one—both on the giving and receiving ends. We are hardwired to seek justice and fairness (however we see it), so the need to receive a sincere apology that’s due is deeply felt. We are also imperfect human beings and prone to error and defensiveness, so the challenge of offering a heartfelt apology permeates almost every relationship.

			We take turns at being the offender and the offended until our very last breath. It’s reassuring to know that we have the possibility to set things right, or at least to know that we have brought our best selves to the task at hand, however the other person responds.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			

			Five Ways to Ruin an Apology

			Many well-intentioned folks want to apologize and genuinely don’t know how. They’ve said “I’m sorry” and don’t understand why the hurt party doesn’t soften up. Recognizing the most common ingredients of a failed apology will lay the groundwork for knowing how to offer a successful one.

			An effective apology involves more than saying the right words and avoiding the wrong ones, but it helps to know the difference. Let’s start with “Bad Apologies 101”—five ways “I’m sorry” can go south. Later we’ll look at the challenge of heroic apologies that can open the door to forgiveness and healing in even the most difficult circumstances.

			RAISING OUR “BUT” CONSCIOUSNESS

			More than anything, the hurt party wants to hear an apology that is heartfelt. When “but” is tagged on to an apology, it undoes the sincerity. Watch out for this sneaky little add-on. It almost always signals an excuse or cancels out the original message. It doesn’t matter if the statement you make after the “but” is true—it makes the apology false. It says, in effect, “Given the whole situation, my rudeness (or lateness, or sarcastic tone, or what-have-you) is pretty understandable.”

			Consider my friend Dolores, who was irritated that her younger sister didn’t lift a finger at their family reunion when everyone else was pitching in. At one point, Dolores felt a rush of anger, and criticized her sister in front of other family members. “You’re not the guest of honor at this party,” Dolores barked. “Would it really kill you to load the dishwasher?” No surprise that her feedback didn’t go over well. Her sister walked away and they avoided each other for the remainder of the gathering.

			Dolores felt badly. A few days after returning home, she called her sister to apologize for being out of line. “I apologize for the way I confronted you, but I have a very hard time with you not pulling your weight. It reminds me how I did all the chores growing up and Mom always let you get away with doing nothing because she hated fighting with you. I apologize for being rude, but someone had to tell you how to act.”

			“That’s not an apology,” I noted, when Dolores complained that her sister didn’t respond positively. Understandably, it was incredibly difficult for Dolores to offer a genuine apology for her rudeness when she carried so much anger and resentment from the past. But I imagine her sister might have felt insulted all over again. Embedded in Delores’s “apology” was the implication that not only had her sister acted like a spoiled brat at the reunion, but she had occupied this role her entire life. And “someone had to tell you how to act” is an obvious dig.

			Perhaps Dolores’s sister would have been more open to accepting the apology if Dolores had simply said she was terribly sorry for being rude and out of line. Rather than ramping up her sister’s level of defensiveness, a simple apology might have provided her sister with the space to consider her own behavior at the reunion.

			Dolores’s intentions were good. “I wanted to give my sister some background as to why I overreacted,” she told me. “I wanted her to know that my reaction to her not pulling her weight has a long history.”

			Fine, but that’s a different conversation, and one that Dolores might open with a good measure of timing and tact. The best apologies are short, and don’t go on to include explanations that run the risk of undoing them. An apology isn’t the only chance you ever get to address the underlying issue. The apology is the chance you get to establish the ground for future communication. This is an important and often overlooked distinction.

			“I’M SORRY YOU FEEL THAT WAY”

			“I’m sorry you feel that way” is another common pseudo-­apology. A true apology keeps the focus on your actions—and not on the other person’s response.

			Consider my recent crazy-making experience with a guy I’ll call Leon. Leon was in charge of promotion for an organization that had invited me to give a lecture. The organization had an old photo of me taken about twenty years ago, so I sent Leon a new one that was up-to-date. “Please use this one,” I said. When I showed up at the event, I wanted to resemble myself.

			Maybe it was a careless mistake, or maybe Leon thought a younger-looking presenter would draw a bigger audience, but he posted the wrong photo online, and then again (even after I pointed out his mistake) in the printed material. Our final conversation went like this:

				ME:	What happened? You posted the photo from two decades ago online. After we talked about this mistake, you used the same photo in the brochure.

				LEON:	I used the photo that came up in my computer. I can’t pay attention to every detail. I’m not perfect.

				ME:	This isn’t about perfection. I just want to use a recent photo.

				LEON:	I’m sorry that the photo is so important to you. I don’t think that the participants are as involved as you are in how you look.

				ME:	The point is that I asked you to use the photo I supplied.

				LEON:	Okay, I apologize, I’m sorry that you’re feeling so upset about your photo. I didn’t know this was such a sensitive issue for you.

			Leon was not a genuine apologizer. He tried to make me the problem, implying my pickiness or vanity was at fault, not his failure to abide by our agreement. If he were my therapy client, I would simply have brought my objective and curious eye to the interesting way he muddled reality to avoid taking responsibility for a simple error. Since I’m not his therapist, Leon’s combination of disrespect, incompetence, and defensiveness infuriated me. I would have much preferred that Leon not apologize at all, since he evidently didn’t care, wasn’t sorry, never corrected the online error, and blamed me for making a big deal out of what he considered to be nothing. Or perhaps he knew full well he’d done wrong but didn’t want to take responsibility for it. Whatever Leon’s experience, a false, blame-reversing apology is worse than no apology because it repeats and deepens the insensitivity.

			You may not identify one bit with Leon, but one of the common ways that we can slither away from taking responsibility is by apologizing for the other person’s feelings, rather than for a specific behavior on our part. “I’m sorry you felt embarrassed when I corrected your story at the party” is not an apology. There is no accountability here. You may get to feel good about yourself for taking the moral high ground (you’ve apologized), while really you’ve shifted the responsibility to the other person. You’re saying, in effect, “I’m sorry that you overreacted to my perfectly reasonable comments.” Instead try, “I’m sorry I corrected your story at the party. I get it. And I won’t do it again.”

			Watch Out for “IF”

			The little word if also invites the other person to question their own reactions. Watch out for, “I’m sorry if I was insensitive,” or “I’m sorry if you took what I said as offensive.” Almost any apology that begins with “I’m sorry if . . .” is a non-apology. Try instead, “The comment I made was offensive. I’m sorry I was insensitive and I want you to know that it won’t happen again.”

			“I’m sorry if” can also come across as condescending. At a team meeting, a therapy client of mine, Charles, made a tasteless joke about the “female brain.” Afterward, he said to his boss, “I’m sorry if my comment hurt your feelings.” Her snappy response was, “Believe me, Charles, my feelings are not so easily hurt.” The anger in her voice puzzled him. He didn’t understand that he was suggesting that his superior was an overly sensitive woman, rather than apologizing for making a comment that was out of line.

			I don’t want to sound like the language police here, but I encourage you to pay attention to the teensy add-on words that will turn your “I’m sorry” into a “not really sorry at all.”

			THE MYSTIFYING APOLOGY

			A father I saw in therapy with his teenage son had a short fuse and often reacted with harsh criticism when his son made small mistakes, such as not closing a tricky garage door properly. When he saw how upset his son became, he would apologize by saying, “I’m sorry that what I said to you made you so upset.” It was his standard apology for all things.

			“I hate his apology,” his son told me. “It bothers me and I don’t know why.” The son knew something didn’t feel right, but he wasn’t able to identify the mystifying nature of an apology that obfuscated what the dad was apologizing for, and who had the problem. He just knew that his dad’s apology left him feeling uncomfortable and off balance.

			This dad’s non-apology didn’t reflect defensiveness or a sneaky attempt to avoid responsibility. It rather reflected the confused thinking that typifies anxious families. The higher the anxiety in any system, the more individuals are held responsible for other people’s feelings and behavior (“Apologize to your dad for giving him a headache”) rather than for their own (“Apologize to your dad for not turning the music down when you knew he had a headache”).

			“Look What You’re Making Him Do!”

			Here is a mystifying apology that I will never forget—never mind that it happened decades ago. When my older son Matt was about six years old, he was playing with a classmate, Sean. At some point Matt grabbed the boy’s toy out of his hand and refused to give it back. The boy began knocking his head against the wooden floor and didn’t stop.

			The boy’s mother was close by, and she reacted quickly and with considerable intensity. She did not tell her son to stop banging his head, nor did she tell Matt to return her son’s toy. Instead, she turned to Matt with this stern reprimand: “Do you see what you are doing, Matt?” she said, pointing to her head-banging child. “Look at what you are doing! You are making Sean bang his head on the floor. You apologize to him right now!”

			Matt looked confused, and understandably so. He was not being asked to apologize for grabbing Sean’s toy. He was being asked to apologize for Sean banging his head. Rather than Matt being held accountable for his own behavior, he was asked to take responsibility for the other boy’s reactions. Matt handed the toy back and walked away, no apology offered. Later I mentioned to Matt that he should have apologized for taking Sean’s toy, but that he wasn’t to blame for Sean banging his head.
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