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A SORRY STATE

Who's Sorry Now?
The Growing Artof

the Apology

BY JAMES E. LUKASZEWSKI, APR,FELLOW PRSA
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Former President Bill Clinton

From elected officials to athletes to reporters, it seems as if
everyone is saying he or she is sorry. How much weight or

meaning does all this public head-hanging really carry?
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A SORRY STATE

ere’s an aﬂ~too~famﬂiar scene that many Oqu have

encountered from clients:

On Friday afternoon, we were all still reeling from the morn-
ing s media revelations about the company, its major product fal-
ure and a series of vickims announcing a class-action lawsutt,
complete with demonstrations outside our headguarters. Trading
stopped by 11 a.m., so the stock only dropped 17 percent.

What made the situation worse were the quotes in every news
story: our attorneys calling the lawsuits “preposterous” and the
CFO calling them “malicious.” Our counsel was quoted calling the
victims’ attorneys ‘an outrageous bunch of opportunists who see
dollar signs tn every corporate boardroom decusion.” It became
very clear that we were Lwisting out of control.

Sure enough, plaintiff attorneys released a private e-matl

Jfrom our executive vice president for marketing rejecting any no-

sin, no matter how great or small, fessing up and moving on
has become the instant, universal unguent of redemption.

The record, for public consumption, must be cleared.”

Extreme honesty

In 1987, the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs at the
Veterans Administration Hospital in Lexington, Ky., began
testing a new r‘isk—management strategy: extreme honesty.
An article published in the Annals of Internal Medicine on
December 21, 1999, outlined this new litigation risk-reduc-
tion strategy: keep the patient in the information loop, ag-
gressively, constantly, no matter what, especially when
€errors occur.

For the first time, a credible organization tested an affir-
mative mistake remediation strategy — the immediate apol-
ogy — to manage the bad news risk. The goal was to test

approaches that could reduce liability, litigation and threats

Former CBS news anchor Dan Rather

tion of accommodation. She said, “Any action that appears to be
wimpy or gives these people recognition they don’t deserve will be
seen as weakness and will set a very bad precedent.” She continued,
“Our enemies will be defeated decisively and learn to respect us.”

On the flip side is the growing recognition that there is
another strategy. Consider this story from the San Franctsco
Chronicle,“Hang That Head, Beat That Breast. It Seems
Everyone Is Doing the Apology Shuffle,” by Steven Winn.
In that article, Winn writes about“the ritual of apology,” and
“the growing fixation on mea culpas that has taken hold in
everything from politics to sports to academia. . . if error is

Media mogul Martha Stewart

Former Philadelphia Eagles wide receiver
Terrell Owens

to reputation and could validate something ethical PR prac-
titioners seek to do — deal honestly, openly, fairly and truth-
fully with constituencies, especially when bad things
happen. In the Annals abstract, the authors discuss what
they call “humanistic risk management.” It includes “early
injury review, steadfast maintenance of the relationship be-
tween the hospital and the patient, proactive full disclosure
to patients who have been injured because of accidents or

medical negligence, and fair compensation for injuries.”

Victim management

Barriers to managing victim attitudes and actions in-
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