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“My Bad” and Other Un-Apologies  
Mark Haeussler, CEO 
For many, making an apology is an exceedingly difficult act.  An apology acknowledges an 
imperfection in leadership as if infallible persona is at stake.  Some perceive an apology as a sign of 
weakness or transfer of power to others.  Some people seek to avoid any sense of faintness or shame 
in their leadership that they simply refuse to provide a humble apology.  Too often, an apology is 
equated with fault in a win/fail gamut, with any apology as being seen squarely in the failure column. 
 
Apologies are delicate things, needing a skillful approach lest they become fragile at best and 
insulting at worst.  A bad apology can make things worse, diminishing the integrity and identity for 
both the person receiving a poor apology, but also for the person providing a poor apology.  An 
unspoken apology can simmer in the minds of others.  A misspoken apology can burn in the minds of 
others.  Either way, ignoring an apology or fumbling an apology, the outcome is undesirable.   
 
Some people mix-up an apology with a sense of self-worth, as if making the apology is an admission 
of some character flaw the size of the Great Rift Valley.  A strong apology reveals the opposite – that 
the leader possesses a strong sense of self, purpose, and connection.  There is no credence that an 
apology is some sign of weakness.  From a practical standpoint, apologies help build or mend trust.  
Each and every action or conversation has the possibility to build trust upward over time, or diminish 
trust down the continuum through the lack of an apology or through a false one. 
 
Leaders build more power (that is, influence through an integrity of words and actions) through 
effective apologies.  Poor apologies, or un-apologies, are frightfully common.  The “my-bad” is a poor 
apology because it dismisses our actions instead of owning them, and it’s time it landed in a trash bin. 
Apologies that make more effort to explain actions rather than reflect the true impact on others is 
another mock apology (Such as, “it was due to such and such that we didn’t meet our deadline”).  Still 
other apologies emphasize the intent (“I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings”) rather than simply owning 
the impact (“I realize that I did hurt your feelings.”)  The word “if” does not belong in any apology. 
 
What people need to hear most, and most directly, is that a leader recognizes the cost done by their 
actions.  To think we never cause injury, harm, impairment, damage or even small slights is nonsense.  
The greater impact a leader seeks to make invites an equally great potential for harm.  A strong 
apology is one where the leader squares up to another person, owns their actions, and declares, 
unequivocally, how their actions caused harm and what commitment they are in moving foward. 
 
The purpose of an apology is to rebuild trust and to repave the connections in relationships.    Trust 
can be a fickle thing, seemingly to be there one day, and then lost the next, and it requires constant 
cultivation, including effective apologies.  Dare to make it heartfelt. A real apology is grounded from a 
place of humility and humanity wherein a leader rejoices in their own imperfections and equally 
rejoices in the contributions made by other people’s gifts and talents to lead to greater success.   


