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INTRO 

I'm sorry, but I have a few comments regarding the 
charges 

Some people can say “I'm sorry” calmly, clearly, and 
without adding anything else. They admit they got something 
wrong, listen to the other person, try to repair the situation, 
and somehow manage not to look as though they have just 
signed an unconditional surrender of their dignity. Then there 
are the rest of us. We begin with “I'm sorry,” take a breath, 
and immediately activate our internal defense attorney. 

“I'm sorry, but I was tired.” “I'm sorry, but you weren't 
exactly innocent either.” “I'm sorry if that's how you took it.” 
“I'm sorry, but you have to understand that I didn't do it on 
purpose.” Technically, the words “I'm sorry” were spoken. 
The problem is that they were immediately hit by a truck full 
of explanations. 

It's a very human reflex. When someone tells us that we 
hurt them, let them down, or behaved like someone we 
wouldn't voluntarily spend a weekend with ourselves, the 
brain rarely responds with, “Excellent, another opportunity for 
personal growth.” It is far more likely to say, “Alarm. Threat to 
reputation. Present mitigating circumstances immediately.” 

That is why bad apologies so often sound like a courtroom 
hearing run by someone who is simultaneously the defendant, 
defense lawyer, expert witness, eyewitness, and court clerk. 
We start explaining our intentions, presenting a timeline, 
challenging the other person's version of events, and bringing 
up something that happened in March 2019. Five minutes 
later, nobody remembers what we were originally supposed 
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to apologize for, but both parties now possess impressively 
detailed documentation of the conflict. 

This book will not teach you emotional self-flagellation. 
Owning a mistake does not mean declaring yourself a terrible 
person, accepting responsibility for everything that has 
happened since the invention of the wheel, or allowing 
someone to blame you for things that are not yours. A healthy 
apology is not about taking everything on yourself. It is about 
being able to take responsibility for what actually belongs to 
you. 

That is a subtle distinction, but an extremely important one. 
You can have good intentions and still do something that hurts 
someone. You can be tired, stressed, overwhelmed, and still 
be responsible for the way you behaved. You can be right 
about one part of an argument and behave badly in another. 
Adulthood has the irritating feature that two things can be true 
at the same time. 

So perhaps you really did have an awful day. Perhaps the 
other person also said something unnecessary. Perhaps you 
never meant to hurt anyone. All of that may be true, but none 
of it necessarily needs to appear in the first thirty seconds of 
your apology. 

First, put out the fire. Then you can discuss why the 
electrical system was overloaded. 

A good apology is not a magic spell. It does not guarantee 
forgiveness, erase consequences, or make the other person 
immediately say, “No problem, let's get pizza.” Sometimes 
you will apologize properly and the person will still be angry. 
Sometimes they will need time. Sometimes the damage is 
serious enough that “I'm sorry” is only the first inch of a very 
long road. 
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That does not make an apology meaningless. Quite the 
opposite. Apologies are one of the basic repair tools in 
relationships because they demonstrate something more 
important than perfection: the ability to recognize the effect 
you have on other people and correct your course. 

No reasonable person expects you never to make a 
mistake. What we expect is that when you emotionally step 
on someone's foot, you do not spend twenty minutes 
explaining that their shoe happened to be positioned in an 
exceptionally unfortunate location. 

In the chapters ahead, we will learn how to separate 
explanation from excuse, intention from impact, responsibility 
from humiliation, and an apology from a closing argument. We 
will also look at how to repair damage when words are not 
enough and how to rebuild trust after mistakes that cannot be 
reversed with one elegant sentence. 

But first we need one small revolution. We need to stop 
treating an apology like a defeat. Because when you 
apologize well, you are not losing an argument. You are 
showing that the relationship matters more to you than the 
temporary need to prove that, technically speaking, you were 
almost innocent. 

And if you genuinely cannot resist the word “but,” don't 
worry. We will come back to it. Just not in the first sentence. 
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Chapter 1 - An apology is not an appeal 
against the verdict 

The biggest problem with apologizing is that many of us do 
not see it as a simple act of repair. In our minds, an apology is 
something like an official declaration that says, “Yes, I am the 
bad person, you are the good person, and history will record 
me on the wrong side.” No wonder we rush to attach 
footnotes. 

A good apology does not answer the question, “Who is the 
better person overall?” It answers a much smaller question: 
“In this particular situation, did I do something I should take 
responsibility for?” Understanding that can be an enormous 
relief. 

You can be a caring partner and act selfishly at 6:40 on a 
Wednesday evening. You can be a good manager and treat 
an employee unfairly in one meeting. You can be a great 
friend and forget something important. A single mistake does 
not automatically define your character, unless you repeat it 
consistently for years and call it “just who I am.” 

An apology concerns behavior. That is good news, 
because behavior can change. 

The word that deletes the sentence before it 

“But” is not a bad word. It is useful, and it probably does 
not deserve all the negative publicity it will receive in this 
book. The problem begins when we use it at the exact 
moment the other person is trying to determine whether we 
genuinely understand what we did. 
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“I'm sorry I raised my voice, but you provoked me.” The 
first half says, “I take responsibility.” The second says, 
“Actually, please send the invoice to yourself.” 

“I'm sorry I didn't call back, but I had a crazy day.” In other 
words, you are apologizing for not calling while 
simultaneously presenting evidence that no reasonable 
person should be upset about it. “I'm sorry I forgot, but I've 
got a million things on my mind lately.” 

Translation: “I regret your dissatisfaction, but please take 
the weather conditions into account.” The problem is not 
explanation itself. Explanations are often necessary. The 
problem is timing, because someone who has just been hurt 
is not yet ready for a detailed analysis of your mitigating 
circumstances. 

First, they want to know whether you can see their 
experience. Only then may they become interested in yours. 

Four classic pseudo-apologies 

There are several sentences that look like apologies, smell 
like apologies, and even contain the words “I'm sorry,” but on 
closer inspection turn out to be something else entirely. The 
first is: “I'm sorry if you felt offended.” 

That is not an apology for your behavior. It is a gentle 
suggestion that perhaps the real issue was the recipient's 
excessive sensitivity. You might as well say, “I'm sorry your 
emotional system reacted that way to my completely neutral 
actions.” 

If you know what you did, name it. “I'm sorry I said that in 
front of other people. It was unnecessary, and I can see how 
it could have embarrassed you.” That sentence takes more 
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courage, but at least everyone knows who is apologizing for 
what. 

The second pseudo-apology is: “I'm sorry you took it that 
way.” 

That is the linguistic equivalent of handing someone an 
empty gift box. The packaging looks familiar, but there is no 
responsibility inside. Once again, you are apologizing for the 
other person's reaction instead of your own behavior. 

The third version is: “I'm sorry, but you also...” 

This one is extremely tempting because the other person 
often really did do something wrong as well. The problem is 
that an immediate countercharge turns a conversation about 
your behavior into a competition over who behaved worse. 
Instead of repair, we get the world championships in “Who 
started it?” 

If the other person also owes an apology, their 
responsibility does not evaporate just because you deal with 
your part first. You can come back to it. You do not need to 
squeeze the entire indictment into one sentence. 

The fourth version is more sophisticated: “I'm sorry I made 
a mistake, but I only did it because I care so much.” 

This is an apology wearing a suit. Responsibility appears 
formally, but it is immediately followed by the suggestion that 
the offense was actually evidence of noble character. “Yes, I 
was controlling, but only because I love you” still contains the 
words “I was controlling.” 

Intention and impact can exist at the same time 

One of the most common sources of conflict is the belief 
that if we did not have bad intentions, we should not be 
treated as though anything bad happened. This sounds 
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reasonable until we apply the same logic to the physical 
world. 

Imagine accidentally spilling coffee on someone's laptop. 
You did not do it deliberately. No reasonable person will 
accuse you of conducting a long-term operation to destroy 
their computer. Even so, you probably would not look at the 
wet keyboard and say, “But my intentions were good.” 

The impact still exists. 

Relationships work in much the same way. You may not 
intend to embarrass someone and still embarrass them. You 
may try to help and say something patronizing. You may make 
a joke without bad intentions and hit a subject that is 
genuinely painful for the other person. 

A mature response sounds something like this: “I didn't 
mean to do that, but I can see that was the effect. I'm sorry.” 
Notice the order. The information about your intention does 
not cancel the impact. It provides context, not an eraser. 

What taking responsibility actually looks like 

A good apology can be reduced to a few simple elements, 
although in practice our ego can somehow turn them into an 
astronaut training program. First, name your behavior. Not: 
“I'm sorry about the whole situation.” 

Better: “I'm sorry I told everyone you were overreacting.” 
The more specific the apology, the less it sounds like an 
automated statement generated by a legal department. Next, 
acknowledge the impact. 

“I understand that you may have felt dismissed.” You do 
not need to claim that you know exactly how the other person 
felt. You are not their internal sports commentator. You only 
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need to show that you can connect your behavior with its 
likely effect. 

Then take responsibility. “I shouldn't have said it that way.” 
No “but.” No testimony about exhaustion. No information 
about Mercury apparently being in retrograde. 

Finally, if the situation requires it, say what you will do next. 
“Next time I'll bring something like that up with you privately.” 
This is where an apology stops being merely a statement and 
starts becoming repair. 

The short version that works 

If you tend to build speeches, start with a simple structure: 
“I'm sorry I did X. I understand that it may have caused Y. I 
shouldn't have done that. I want to repair it by doing Z.” 

You do not need to use those exact words. The logic is 
what matters. 

“I'm sorry I didn't tell you sooner that the plans had 
changed. I left you dealing with the organization at the last 
minute, and I understand that was frustrating. I should have 
told you immediately. Next time I'll message as soon as I 
realize the plan is changing.” 

It is not spectacular. That is exactly why it works. There is 
no string music. Nobody falls to their knees. There is no three-
page social media statement signed by a crisis 
communications team. 

There is simply a person who did something wrong and can 
recognize it. 

What if the other person is overreacting? 

This matters because sometimes they genuinely are. 
People can interpret situations unfairly, expect unrealistic 


