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“Love means never having to say you’re sorry,” 

was a catchphrase from Erich Segal’s novel that 

was popularized by its 1970 film adaptation, 

Love Story. However, Segal was wrong. Real 

love involves making apologies, taking 

responsibility, offering restitution, exchanging 

forgiveness, and experiencing reconciliation. 

Contemporary psychological research echoes 

ancient theological writings that have shown that 

relationships are enriched by the dynamics of 

forgiveness and reconciliation (Worthington, 

2001, 2006).  

 

Admitting when we are wrong is so fundamental 

to healthy relationships that this principle is even 

incorporated into the 12 Steps of Alcoholics 

Anonymous (AA). The 10th Step of AA reads, 

“Continued to take personal inventory and when 

we were wrong promptly admitted it.” This step 

is known as “relationship glue” by those who are 

living lives that are happy, joyous, and free. In 

contrast, one of the best ways to a ruin 

relationship is to never admit when wrong. 

Making apologies requires words; making 

amends requires actions. We can make apologies 

all day long but if there is no change in our 

behavior, then the apologies are meaningless. 

 

A simple formula for making ongoing amends is 

contained in the Three As: 

 

Awareness: Continue to take my inventory (not 

the inventory of others) by engaging in 

self-monitoring.  

 

Acceptance: Admit to myself when I am wrong 

by noticing a feeling or discomfort or 

guilt.  

 

Action: Admit to the other when I am wrong, by 

moving from feeling discomfort to 

expressing action. 

 

To create more harmony in your relationships, 

admit when you are wrong. Rather than focusing 

on others who have wronged you, focus on 

others you have wronged. Rather than thinking 

of how others may have hurt you, think of how 

you may have hurt them. Rather than making a 

list of the things others have done to you, make a 

list of the things that you have done to them. 

Even if the other has done something wrong, 

focus on your part in it.  

 

The list of wrongs can include what you have 

said or done that has hurt someone (acts of 

commission), as well as what you have not said 

or done that otherwise could have helped 

someone (acts of omission). Jesus of Nazareth 

gave similar advice two thousand years ago: 

“First, take the log out of your own eye. Then 

you can see how to take the speck out of your 

friend’s eye” (Matthew 7:5; Contemporary 

English Version).  

 

From an ethical or moral perspective, making 

amends is about restorative justice, also known 

as corrective justice, which involves some form 

of restitution or putting things back as they 

should be. Restoration can involve some act of 

contrition to demonstrate that one is truly sorry 

and has changed his or her way of doing things. 

 

Apologies can be cheap, especially when 

flippantly offered merely as a way of excusing 

unacceptable behavior. In contrast, a sincere 

apology carries the weight of repentance, which 

requires looking at one’s actions, feeling regret 

for one’s wrongs, and making a commitment to 

change. “The truly penitent, declare the Rabbis, 

“come nearer unto God than even those who 

have never stumbled or fallen into sin” (Hertz, 

1960, p. 122). Ideally, repentance paves the way 

for restitution, which involves compensating the 

other person for one’s wrongs.  
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Repentance and restitution are prerequisites for 

reconciliation, which involves the restoration of 

the relationship. In writing about the relationship 

between atonement and reconciliation, Levine 

(2018) observes, “More, saying ‘sorry’ is not 

enough. We must move from regret and remorse 

to action” (p. 12).  

 

A sincere apology can be a necessary but not 

sufficient condition for making amends. Making 

amends may involve an apology, but it goes 

beyond an apology and includes the 5 As: 

 

1. Awareness requires being fully conscious and 

self-aware of when I was wrong (i.e., 

what I have done and what I have failed 

to do). This silent mental step requires no 

external action.  

 

2. Admission is an acknowledgement of 

accepting responsibility (“I was wrong 

when I _____”) without assigning any 

blame to the other. The operative word 

here is promptly, because procrastination 

can lead to rationalization and search for 

reasons not to make amends.  

 

3. Apology involves saying “I am sorry that I 

_____” without offering any justification, 

argument, defense, or excuse (JADE). A 

genuine apology also consists of not only 

what is said but in the authenticity of how 

it is said. 

 

4. Action means corrective action—the 

amendment—that says “I am trying to set 

things right by _____.” 

 

5. Agreement or commitment to the other person 

(“I will do my best to not _____ again”).  

 

In ongoing relationships, an additional 

component may involve Asking the other person 

for feedback in the future (“Please let me know if 

I do it again”). This type of request is designed 

only for relationships that are healthy and 

reciprocal—not to absolve us of our 

responsibility to monitor our future actions.  

 

Giving forgiveness. Making amends does not 

involve making a request for forgiveness (“Will 

you forgive me?”), because such a request can 

place an explicit burden on the other person. 

Asking a person for forgiveness may be making 

a request for something that the other person is 

unable, unready, or unwilling to give. Neither 

does making amends involve making a request 

for reconciliation (“Can we get back on track?”). 

Although receiving forgiveness and achieving 

reconciliation occur in healthy relationships, 

making amends is more about doing our part and 

less about expecting the other person do anything 

at all. Although forgiveness is necessary for 

achieving true reconciliation, receiving 

forgiveness from another person is not necessary 

for making restitution to the other person. 

Conversely, giving forgiveness to a person who 

has wronged us is more a matter of giving up or 

letting go of any resentment, to which we may 

feel like we have a right, and giving compassion, 

to which we may feel the other may have no 

right (Doverspike, 2008). Giving forgiveness, 

especially when doing so is silent and unspoken, 

is a way of operationalizing love. Forgiveness is 

compassion in action.  

 

Repair attempts. Psychologists and marriage 

and family therapists use the term repair 

attempts to refer to efforts that couples make to 

deescalate conflict and tension during 

discussions that involve conflict or disagreement. 

A repair attempt is any action or statement that 

prevents negativity from escalating out of control 

(Gottman & Silver, 1999). In relational terms, 

making a repair is less about fixing what is 

broken and more about getting back on track.  

 

Using key phrases (e.g., “I hear you” or “I 

understand”) can sometimes help the other 

person see that we are trying to understand and 

deescalate the conflict. Appropriate use of humor 

(not teasing) can be helpful. Also important are 

voice intonation and body language (e.g., head 

nods, eye contact, and even physical gestures of 

affection). The success or failure of a couple’s 

repair attempts in a single conversation often 

reflects the pattern the couple tends to follow 

over time. A crucial part of that pattern is 
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whether their repair attempts succeed or fail. 

Failed repair attempts provide an accurate 

marker for an unhappy future.  

 

Repair attempts have some similarity to making 

amends, although making a repair in the 

present—in real time—usually reduces the need 

for having to make amends later. Admitting 

when we are wrong and making amends for our 

wrongs can go a long way toward improving our 

relationships with others. If focusing on making 

amends to those in the past seems like an 

insurmountable task, then simply start with 

making “living amends” to those who are part of 

your life each day. It is never too late to start a 

new day. 

 

How Not to Make Amends 

 

Step 10 has five corollaries that suggest actions 

that are not ways not to make amends.  

 

Here are the Five Corollaries of Step 10:  

 

1. Avoid implying, “I am right,” because it 

implies someone else is wrong.  

 

2. Avoid saying “I told you so” when someone 

else admits being wrong.  

 

3. Avoid saying “I was wrong” if I am doing it 

merely to be a people-pleaser. 

 

4. Avoid saying “They were wrong,” because 

doing so is a way of judging them.  

 

5. Use proportionality and scalability in amends: 

The bigger the wrong, the bigger the 

amends.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Five Step Full Apology 

 

Psychologist David Woodsfellow, Ph.D., co-

author of Love Cycles, Fear Cycles, describes 

that he calls a “full apology” (D. Woodsfellow, 

personal communication, May 29, 2022). With 

over 25 years and 25,000 hours of experience 

providing couples therapy, Woodsfellow (2022) 

has provided continuing education and peer 

consultation groups to counselors and therapists. 

Here are the five steps of his model: 

 

1. “I’m sorry.”  

 

2. “I see that I hurt you.”  

 

3. “I was wrong.”  

 

4. “Here’s what I’ll change to not do it again.”  

 

5. “Here’s what I’ll do to make it up to you.”  

 

In discussing confession, repentance, and 

relationality, Woodsfellow also draws wisdom 

from the Torah: “…When a man or woman 

commits any wrong toward a fellow man … and 

that person realizes his guilt, he shall confess the 

wrong he has done” (Numbers 5:6–8). 

Woodsfellow differentiates between the covert 

action of realizing and the overt action of 

confessing. Realizing a wrong is an internal 

process that involves awareness, self-judgement, 

guilt, and shame. Confessing is an external 

process that involves communication and relating 

to another person. 

 

 

Epilogue 

 

Having practiced as a psychotherapist for over 45 

years, I have seen many people enter counseling 

and psychotherapy as poor substitutes for making 

amends. Although psychotherapy can lead to the 

self-awareness needed for making amends, there 

are many people who seem to use psychotherapy 

as a way of correcting their own faults by 

confessing those of others.  
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Correct Citation for Reference Entry 

 

The reference entry correct citation styles for this 

document are illustrated below. Students should 

defer to the style preferences of their individual 

course instructors to determine whether the 

course instructor has preferences that are more 

specific than those shown below: 

 

American Psychological Association 

 

Doverspike, W. F. (2015). How to make amends: 

A key to emotional freedom. 

http://drwilliamdoverspike.com/ 

 

 

Chicago Manual of Style / Kate Turabian 

 

Doverspike, William, “How to make amends: A 

key to emotional freedom,” Oct. 25, 

2022. http://drwilliamdoverspike.com/ 

 

Note: According to the Chicago Manual of Style, 

blog posts are typically not included in 

bibliographies, but can be cited in the 

running text and/or notes. However, if a 

blog is cited frequently, you may include 

it in the bibliography.  

 

 

Modern Language Association  

 

Doverspike, William F. “How to make amends: 

A key to emotional freedom” 25 Oct. 

2021 [Date accessed]  

 

Note: MLA guidelines assume that readers can 

track down most online sources by 

entering the author, title, or other 

identifying information in a search engine 

or a database. Consequently, MLA does 

not require a URL in citations for online 

sources such as websites. However, some 

instructors still ask for it, so check with 

your instructor to determine his or her 

preference.  
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