CHAPTER 1

Apology Is for Everyone

Apology is a lovely pelfume; it can rmnsform the clumsiest
moment into a gracious g_iﬁ,

MARGARET LEE RUNBECK

A clear conscience is more valuable than wealth.

FILIPING PROVERE

THE POWER OF APOLOGY PRINCIPLE 1
Apology, or the lack thereof, affects literally
every single person on a daily basis.

pology changed my life. I belicve it can change yours as well.

Whether you have a difficult time apologizing to others when
you have wronged them, difficulty receiving or accepting the apolo-
gies others have given you, or difficulty asking tor the apologies that
you feel are owed you, The Power of Apology will help you understand
the obstacles that stand in your way and will offer you strategies to
help work past them. Tt will also help you if you tend to overapol-
ogize or if you apologize automatically or too often, even if you
haven’t done anything wrong. Whether by force of habit, as a way
to avoid conflicts, or as a symptom of low self-esteem, overapolo-
gizing can be just as troublesome as not apologizing often enough.
It can affect how others perceive you, your image of yourself, and
your status in a reladonship or in your career.
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Don’t underestimate the power apology has to affect and change
your life. Even if you feel you have no issues with apology, I guar-
antee that you will change your mind after reading this book.

But this book is about more than apology. The Power of Apology
will teach you how to become a more humble, tolerant, compas-
sionate, and empathetic human being. Tt will teach you to be less
judgmental and critical of yourself and others. It will encourage you
to focus on learning your own life lessons instead of thinking you
can teach others their lessons. It will teach you how to conduct a life
review and how to go about making amends to those you have
harmed in the past. And it will help you with your issues with for-
giveness, including when itis best to forgive and when it is best not
to forgive.

The Power of Apology is about bringing families and friends back
together when they have been estranged, as well as bringing cou-
ples and families closer together on a daily basis. It is about teach-
ing our children to take responsibility for their actions and to have
empathy and compassion for others. Ultimately, it is about saving
your soul and the souls of those you love.

The Healing Power of Apology

Apology has the power to heal individuals, couples, and families.
Almost like magic, apology can mend our relationships, soothe our
wounds and hurt pride, and heal our broken heart.

When we apologize to someone we have hurt, disappointed,
neglected, or betrayed, we give them a wonderful gift that is far
more healing than almost anything else we can give. By apologiz-
ing we let the other person know that we regret having hurt him or
her. Just as important, we let this person know we respect him and
we care about his feelings. It becomes one of the most effective tools
for mending a rclationship.

Apology is not just something we do to be polite. It is an impor-
tant social ritual, a way of showing respect and empathy for the
wronged person. It is also a way of acknowledging an act that can’t
go unnoticed without compromising the relationship. Apalogy has
the ability to disarm the anger of others, to prevent further misun-
derstandings, and to bridge the distances between people.
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But apology has more than the power to soothe wounds or mend
relationships. In some instances, it even has the ability to rehabili-
tate an individual, resolve conflicts, and restore social harmony.
While an apology cannot truly undo harmful effects of past actions,
paradoxically, if done sincerely and effectively, this is in fact what
apology manages to do. When an apology is received as the gift that
it is and reciprocated by the gift of forgiveness, it is nothing short
of a miracle,

Apology is also an important factor in creating and maintaining
healthy relationships. When we apologize to those we've hurt,
slighted, disappointed, betrayed, or angered, the caring and respect
we convey through our apology fosters love and trust.

When someone does something that hurts our feclings but does
not apologize for it, we become resentful of that person. This
resentment can take the form of our distancing ourselves from her,
expressing our anger in numerous direct or indirect ways, or feel-
ing less motivated to be considerate or caring toward her.

When your own behavior is offensive, inconsiderate, or hurtful,
the recipient of your behavior grows wary of you. Whether he real-
izes it consciously, he feels he must be on guard. He no longer feels
as relaxed around you and may even feel that he can no longer trust
you. If an apology is not forthcoming, this wariness and distrust will
grow. It's one thing to hurt another person, but it’s another thing
entirely to either not be aware that you have hurt him or to not care.
If this occurs at the beginning of a relationship, it may influence
whether the relationship continues. If the relatdonship is already an
established one, it may add to a growing sense of alienation and
resentment.

Apologizing to another person is one of the healthiest, most
positive actions we can ever take—for ourselves, the other person,
and the relationship. Apology is crucial to our mental and physical
health and well-being. Research shows that receiving an apology has
an obvious and positive effect on the body.

The act of apology is not only beneficial to the person receiving
it but to the one giving it as well. "The debilitating effects of the
remorse and shame we can feel when we’ve hurt another person can
eat away at us until we become emotionally and physically ill. By
apologizing and taking responsibility for our actions, we help rid
ourselves of esteem-robbing shame and guile.
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The Exchange of Shame and Power

According to psychiatrist Aaron Lazare, in an article in Psychology
Today, what makes an apology work is the exchange of shame and
power between the wrongdoer and the person who has been
wronged. By apologizing, you take the shame of your offense and
redirect it to yourself. You admit to hurting or diminishing some-
one, and, in effect, say that you are really the one who is dimin-
ished—that is, “I'm the one who was wrong, mistaken, insensitive,
or stupid.” In acknowledging your shame, you give the person who
has been wronged the power to forgive. The exchange is at the
heart of the healing process.

Apology has the power to humble the most arrogant of people.
When we are able to develop the courage to admit when we are
wrong and to work past our fears and resistance to apologizing, we
develop a deep sense of self-respect. This self-respect can, in turn,
affect our self-esteem, our self-confidence, and our overall outlook
on life. When L apologize to you, I show you that I respect you and
care about your feelings. { let you know that I did not intend to hurt
you and that it is my intention to treat you fairly in the future. By
accepting my apology, vou not only show me (and yourself) that you
have a gencrous spirit but that you are giving me and our relation-
ship another chance. In addition, you are reminded of your own
mistakes, which can encourage you to treat me and others with
morce respect and consideration.

Apology has the power to make all our relationships, whether
personal or husiness, far more respectful, caring, and compassion-
ate. If done correctly, an apology can heal humiliation and foster
reconciliation and forgiveness. A genuine apology given and then
accepted is one of the most profound interactions between civilized

people.
My Story

When T was 35 years old, I divorced my mother. I felt that it was the
only thing I could do. Not only had my mother severely damaged
me with her emotional abuse as I was growing up, but she contin-
ued to emotionally abuse me every dme I saw or spoke to her. I
became so emotionally and physically stressed when I was with her
that my health was affected. And so I made the difficult yet neces-
sary decision to stop seeing her.
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This estrangement went on for 3 years. During this time I wrote
a book entitled Divorcing 4 Parent, in which I told my story about
divorcing my mother and encouraged others in similar situations to
consider doing the same. "Then one day the phone rang, and when
I picked it up the person on the other end of the line said, “I'm
sorry.” [ recognized the voice. It was my mother.

Waves of relief washed over me. Resentment, pain, fear, and
anger drained out of me. Much to my surprise, those two simple
words seemed o wipe away years of pain and anger. They were the
words I had been waiting to hear most of my life.

I knew that it had taken all the courage my extremely proud
mother could muster to say those two words and so I didn’t belabor
the point at the tme. The important thing was that she was saying
she was sorry—something she’d never done before. I could tell by
the tone of her voice that she truly regretted the way she had treated
me and that she was deeply sorrv.

Of course, that was only the beginning of the story. Although I
believed her apology, T didn’t vet know that her behavior coward me
was going to be different. This I tested out slowly and carefully over
several visits. But I soon realized that a miracle had occurred. My
mother was a changed woman.

The years we were apart had caused her to do some serious
thinking about hersclf and her behavior, yet this was only part of the
answer. My mother had also stumbled onto another book I had
written during our time apatt, The Fanotionally Abused Woman, at her
local bookstore. In it I describe in detail the different types of emo-
tionally abusive behavior, and she had recognized that she had been
abusive to me.

It had taken a lot for my mother to get to the place where she
could say “I'm sorry.” I had to completely sever my relationship with
her. It had taken years of soul-searching on her part. Finally, it had
taken a miracle. I hadn't told my mother about The Emotionally
Abused Woman. She seldom went into bookstores, and when she did
she always went to the mystery section. The sclf-help or recovery
scctions would be the last places she’d ever go under normal cir-
cumstances. Even after recognizing her own behavior, it took all the
courage she could muster to put aside her pride long enough to
apologizc.

My mother lived only 3 more years. But because she was able to
apologize and because T was able to accept her apology, we were
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closer in those 3 years than we had ever been, and our time together
was extremely healing for both of us.

Apology Is for Everyone

The Power of Apology is not just for adult children and their parents,
those who have been deeply harmed by someone, or those who
owe an apology for past deeds. It is for everyone. Apology, or the lack
thereof, affects literally every single pevson on a daily basis.

Everyone has issues with apology to some degree or another.
Some people focus on the apologies owed them—harboring their
anger or lamenting about how things would be different if an apol-
ogy were given. Others focus on the apologies they need to make,
feeling angry or disgusted with themselves because they can’t seemn
to find the wherewithall to apologize, or feeling hopeless because
they no longer have contact with those they've hurt. And while
many have difficulties apologizing, many others, particularly
women, tend to take responsibility and to apologize too often.

If you have difficuldes apologizing, this book will help you
understand why making an apology is hard for you, will help you get
past your resistance, and will teach you the most effective way to
apologize. or those who have attempted apologizing in the past but
have not been able to do so successfully, I will teach you how to
make meaningful apologies—apologies that will be heard and
believed. For those who yearn to restore a shattered relationship, 1
will answer such questions as (1) What do [ have to do to show how
sorry I am? (2) What will it take to bring us back together? (3) How
can I take a person back into my life who has betrayed me?

If the people who have hurt or harmed you have not apologized,
causing you to harbor anger and resenument and getting in the way
of your being able to forgive, this book will help you in two ways:
(1) It will show you ways to elicit apologies that might not other-
wise be forthcoming. (2) It will help you to forgive even if you never
receive an apology.

Giving, Receiving, and Asking for Apologies

For many people, recciving and accepting an apology is more diffi-
cult than giving one. This is particularly true for many women.
Instead of graciously accepting apologies, women often push them
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away by minimizing the offense or hy taking some or most of the
responsibility for the offense themselves. Think of how many times
vou've heard a woman (or done so yourself) insist that something
was merely a misunderstanding instead of allowing the other per-
san to take full responsibility for a transgression. Accepting an apol-
ogy, even when it is sincere and heartfclt, can also be difficult if you
are blinded by rage or licking your wounds from the last altercation.

Learning how to ask for an apology can be as important as learn-
ing how to give one. Many of us simply distance ourselves from
those who fail to apalogize to us. We write the person off or feel that
it is no longer safe to be vulnerable with him or her. But by asking
for an apology, we can begin to bridge the gap that has grown
between us. We let the other person know that we were hurt and we
give him or her another chance.

By learning how to give, receive, accept, and ask for meaningful
apologies, your life and your relationships will be transformed.
Instead of adamantly denying wrongdoing and alienating chose
around you, you will be better able to admit when you arc wrong
and garner the respect of others. Instead of pushing away well-
intentioned apologies or making excuses for wrongdoers, you’ll be
able to take apologies in and receive the healing that can come from
them. And instead of silently seething with anger when someone
hurts you, you'll be able to tell the wrongdoer why you were hurt
and will be far more likely to receive the apology you deserve.

Apology and the Forgiveness Craze

Apology is an important element that seems to be missing in the
current forgiveness craze. Forgiveness has become the cure-all for
our problems. Many daytime talk shows have changed from anger
fests to forgiveness fests as parents are reunited with their estranged
children, as spouses are forgiven for their betrayal, and as politicians
or leaders stand vp and ask for forgiveness. We are told that for-
giveness alleviates depression, enhances self-esteem, and erases past
pain. Failure to forgive, we are warned, can doom us to be a victim
for the rest of our life.

I was shocked to see just how far some people will go in their
ctforts to push forgiveness onto others when shortly after the Lit-
tleton, Colorado, shootings a reporter stuck a microphone in the
face of a grieving parent and asked, “Have you forgiven your child’s
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murderers?” T was even more shocked when I heard the parent say,
“Yes.” Forgiveness is far more difficult and complex than most peo-
ple understand. It is a process that takes time and dedication. Most
importantly, the giving and receiving of meaningful apologies is
often required before true forgiveness can oceur. It is painfully dif-
ficult, if not impossible, for those who have been hurt to forgive if
a meaningful apology is not forthcoming. And it is equally difficult
to forgive yourself when you don’t have the strength to apologize
to those you've hurt,

The Need for an Apolog}r in Order to Fo rgive

"There is no doubt that we should be able to forgive. But we can’t
always do so. Many people are unable to forgive, no matter how
hard they try. Apology is the missing key.

Think of an incident when you felt wronged by another person.
What did you want from that person in order to forgive him or her?
Most people say they want an apology. But why is this the case? It
isn’t just the words I'mt sorvy that we need to hear. We need the
wrongdoer to take responsibility for his or her actions and we need
to know that the wrongdoer feels regret or remorse for having
harmed us. This cxpression of responsibility and remorse helps us
to gain compassion and empathy for the offender—which are both
necessary if we are going to be able to forgive.

The Exercises

Throughont the book 1 offer information and personal stories {(my
own and those of clients and friends) that will help you come to a
deeper understanding of the importance of apology and encourage
you to make apology an integral part of your life. In addition, 1 offer
cxercises that will help you resolve your issues with apology, whether
you have difficulty apologizing, accepting apologies, or asking for
apologies. Please don’t underestimate the importance of these exer-
cises. While it may be a natural urge to want to skip the exercises in
your enthusiasm to move forward in the book, you'll gain much
more from the book if you take the time to complete each one.
Since 1 can’t work with each one of you in person, my cxcrciscs
are the next best thing to working with me in therapy. And it has
been my experience that those who pause to complete the exercises
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in my books experience many more profound changes in their life
than those who do not.

Your Apology Lists

This first writing exercise will help you begin the process of
discovering your issues with apology.

A. Make a list of all the people to whom you feel you owe an
apology. Write down whoever comes to mind. Don'’t
worry about whether your list is complete (we’ll work on
helping you make a more complete list later in the book).

L.

Write about what you noticed or learned from making
this list. For example:

% Do you have 2 lot of people to apologize to or a few?

Do you have difficulty thinking about apologizing?

Does your pride get in the way?

Did you notice yourself feeling stubborn and a need

to be right?

% Were you too busy thinking about what the other
person did to you to think about apologizing to him
or her?

& % &

. Write about who you feel most inclined to apologize to

and why. For example, does it seem easier to apologize
to those to whom you are closest (such as your partner,
your family, or your close friends) or to those to whom
you are more distant {(such as business associates or
acquaintances)?

. To whom do you feel most resistant to making an apol-

ogy? Write about why you think this is the case.

B. Now make a list of all the people who you feel owe you an
apology.

1.

Write about what you noticed or learned from making

this list. For example:

# Arc there a lot of people who owe you an apology?

# Does it inake you uncomfortable thinking about ask-
ing these people for an apology?
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# Do you think you have the courage to ask for the
apologies you feel are owed you?

# Why have you not asked for an apology for these
offenses before now?

2. Write about who you feel most inclined to ask for an
apology and why. For example, does it seem easier to ask
those to whom you are closest or those to whom you are
more distant?

3. To whom do you feel most resistant to asking for an
apology? Write about why you think this is the case.

We all have plenty to apologize for. Every single day we do things
that hurt other peoples feelings or that show disrespect. We're
impatient and rude to store clerks; we snap at our co-workers; we
become defensive and argue unnecessarily with our friends; we say
hurtful things to our partner in the heat of an argument; we mis-
judge a friend’s intentions when he or she tries to help us; we falscly
aceuse our children of lying,

Even when we are aware that we have hurt another’ feelings and
feel a twinge of remorse, most of us let these moments pass with-
out apologizing. We tell ourselves that it isn’t all that important—
they’ll get over it. We rationalize that the other person has done the
same thing to us. We may even tell ourselves that we'll apologize
later but then forget to do so.

Unfortunately, apology has gone the way of many other social
gestures that convey respect and consideration for others (such as
“please” and “excuse me”). One of the many goals of this book is to
help bring back this gesture of respect and caring, perhaps encour-
aging everyone once again to begin saying other important words
as well.

The following list contains some of the most significant changes
The Power of Apology can inspire:

# It will make it easier for those who need to make apologies and
amends to others to do so, thus helping to relieve the shame and
guilt they have harhored. Shame and guilt can destroy self-
esteem, causing hopelessness and a lack of desire to become a
better person.
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It will not only make it easier for people to apologize to one
another but to ask for an apology when they feel they are owed
one instead of lashing outat the other person or harboring unex-
pressed anger.

It will help cut down on the increasing divorce rate by offering
a unique tool to help couples communicate their anger and frus-
tration and move on to forgiveness.

It will provide parents a unique way to teach their children
responsibility, compassion, empathy, and humility, as well as to
show them that they do not have to be perfect.

It will bring families back together and help heal the distance that

time, pain, and resentment have created.

It will offer families a way to air their differences, find a common
ground, and heal the pain of everyday hurts.

It will help provide closure for those in midlife, those who are ill,
and those who are preparing for death.

Te will help readers to complete their unfinished business and heal
the wounds of childhood.

It offers those parents who have passed on the legacy of child
abuse a way to acknowledge this to their children, to apologize
to them, and to begin to break the cycle of abuse.

1t will help those who have “fallen from grace” to apologize for
their misdeeds, to forgive themselves, and to become a better
person.

It offers an alternative to our current tendency to blame and
shame wrongdoers by offering a way to teach empathy, encour-
age remorse, and provide a plan for restitution.





