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Recently, Senator Jeff Flake’s [R-AZ] fifteen year old son, Tanner, tweeted that a “faggot” stole his bike. 
He also used the moniker of ‘niggerkiller’ in an online game and tweeted that Mexicans were the 
“scum of the earth.” Senator Flake issued an apology that he was disappointed at his son’s insensitiv-
ity. The Senator also went on to say, “I’ve spoken to him about this, he has apologized, and I apologize 
as well. This language is unacceptable, anywhere.” 

At first glance, everything seems quite sincere and upfront. We might even be urged by our friends 
and colleagues to move on since they both apologized and took responsibility. But, there are real is-
sues here that remain unanswered and questions that still need to be asked. For example, from whom 
and where did Tanner ‘learn’ about these groups? Is this simply Tanner’s personal opinion or is it 
symptomatic of his community, school and/or family? What is the extent of his exposure to Mexi-
cans, African Americans and gays? Is it simply Tanner’s ‘insensitivity’ or rather that he is racist towards 
African Americans and Mexicans and heterosexist towards gays? What is Tanner actually apologizing 
for? That he got ‘caught’ and embarrassed his father (who happens to be a senator) or that he truly 
understands how painful and derogatory his remarks are to each of these groups? And while we’re at 
it, to whom is he apologizing? Why was it just to his father? Additionally, if these types of remarks are 
‘unacceptable anywhere,’ then why did Tanner feel safe enough to send them to his friends and class-
mates? And how long has this been going on without anyone even noticing or feeling that something 
was morally and socially wrong? 

What is needed from Tanner is a ‘meaningful apology’ that has long-term significance, takes respon-
sibility and demonstrates learning and application for him, his family and his community. I would like 
to propose that Tanner is merely reflecting a nation that lacks the training and the modeling of what 
makes an ‘apology’ truly sincere and heartfelt. So, here are some useful pointers for Senator Flake and 
Tanner, as well as for Paula Deen: 

9 MEANINGFUL WAYS TO APOLOGIZE

1. Communicate what you are apologizing for and what you’ve learned.
2. Reflect on your stereotypes/biases prior to the incident.
3. Take responsibility for the ‘impact’ of your actions, words and perceptions Avoid defend-

ing your good intentions or past history.
4. Be curious about the ‘impact’ of your actions and remain open to hearing reactions from 

others. 
5. Feel and express sincere remorse, empathy and compassion. 
6. Follow through by changing your behavior/attitudes at home, in your community and 

at work.
7. Share what you’ve learned with your family, colleagues, and community.
8. If possible, apologize to that particular group you’ve offended and enter into on-going 

conversations with them. 
9. Be willing to hear from those groups that were targeted by validating their concerns,  

experiences, hurt and anguish. 

“If you acknowledge and accept your mistakes, what I see are not your faults, but your goodness. If you make excuses for 
your mistakes by claiming your goodness and good intentions, then all I see are your faults.”  (Author Unknown)
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