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How to Mess Up Properly 
 
(Sections of this handout were taken from The Savvy Ally: 
A Guide for Becoming a Skilled LGBTQ+ Advocate) 
 
 

With LGBTQ+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
queer/questioning, plus so much more!) terms, identities, 
and cultural norms constantly changing, it’s difficult for 
allies to keep up. We may feel intimidated by all the 
changes and silenced by the fear that we’ll accidentally 
say something that will offend someone. We probably will. 
We all do.  

People often think I’m joking when I say that being an ally 
is an ongoing journey of messing up, but it’s true. We mess up with somebody (for 
example, we might accidentally use the wrong pronoun). We make an appropriate 
apology (more on that in a moment). We forgive ourselves (not always as easy as it 
sounds). We put in the work to get it right the next time (savvy ally tips for that are 
coming up). We share what we know with others (non-judgmental ally-to-ally 
conversations are so important). Repeat (oops…we mess up again in some other way). 

So, let’s look more closely at the process of how to mess up properly, as this is key for 
being a great ally to any marginalized community.  
 
The Blunder: We may blunder by accidentally using an offensive, outdated term (for 
example, the “gay lifestyle”), making assumptions by using gendered language (for 
example, “Take this form home to mom and dad.”), or misgendering someone by using 
the wrong pronoun, as mentioned above. Since I recently made the pronoun blunder 
myself during an interaction at Starbucks, I’ll use this as my example as I walk through 
the process. 
 
The Apology: The first thing that needs to happen after I blunder is that I need to make 
an appropriate apology. The best way to do this is to imagine that I just bumped into the 
person on the street. I wouldn’t walk past the person without saying anything because 
that’s rude. But I also wouldn’t make a huge deal out of it, begging them for forgiveness 
and sobbing on their shoes. I would simply say something like, “Oh, excuse me” or “I’m 
sorry.” When I misgender someone I feel terrible, and my tendency is to over-apologize. 
Here’s the problem with that. Even though apologizing profusely may make me feel 
better, it’s likely to make the person I messed up with feel worse. It will draw a lot of 
attention to my blunder. It can also pull the focus of the conversation on to me and how 
badly I feel. Then I can end up in situations where the person I messed up with is trying 
to make me feel better. Awkward! So, a quick, “I’m sorry,” is great. Simply saying, 
“thank you” after someone corrects us, is also a good response. That way we’re not 
forcing the person we misgendered into a situation where they feel like they have to 
say, “It’s okay.”  
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Forgiving Yourself: Oh, it sounds so easy, doesn’t it? I find that I can beat myself up 
for weeks over an incident like the one I described above. What I try to do when I mess 
up is remind myself of three things. First, that I’m human. Second, that mistakes make 
me think about issues, make me more aware of my language, and help me become a 
better ally. And third, that my mess-ups help me connect with others when they make 
the same blunder. 
 
Getting It Right the Next Time: Here’s the big moment that separates the eagles from 

the slugs! (How’s that for getting creative with ungendered language 😊?) I can either 

forget all about this incident and write it off as “no big deal,” or I can do the work to get it 
right the next time. Here are a few tips that have helped me to fly like an eagle and get it 
right the next time.  
 

1) Try again right away. If I’m still in a conversation with the person I messed up 
with, I make a point of using their correct pronoun right away. This helps to 
cement it in my brain and shows the person that I’m actively working to get it 
right. 

2) Practice in my head. Running what I’m about to say through my head before it 
comes out of my mouth has proven a very successful strategy for fixing my 
errors.  

3) Write it down. When I write things down, I’m more likely to remember them. So, 
for example, I might write, “Jo (they/them),” somewhere where I see it often. 
Adding people’s pronouns after their name in my phone contacts also helps. 

4) Practice on your pet: If you struggle with nonbinary pronouns, like singular they, 
you’re not alone. Lots of folks find these and other nonbinary pronouns difficult to 
master. One way you can become more proficient at using nonbinary pronouns is 
to use them when talking about your pet. Most pets don’t mind being referred to 
as they as long as you remember to feed them on time and occasionally scratch 
their heads. (Tip credit goes to my friend, Kayden.) 

5) Imagine a mouse. Another tip for getting singular they right is to imagine the 
person has a mouse in their pocket. “They are coming to dinner. Get out the mini 
cheese tray!” (Tip credit goes to my friend, Eridan.) 

 
Sharing What We Know: A great role for allies is to step in, with patience and 
kindness, when we hear someone blunder and share what we’ve learned. Members of 
marginalized communities should not have to be the ones always educating others. A 
great strategy for starting a conversation with someone who’s just blundered is to 
demonstrate your vulnerability by using a connecting statement like, “I used to use that 
word too” or “I also messed up their pronouns last week.” Then go on to share why you 
changed your language or tips that have helped you get pronouns correct. 
 
Blunder Again: Yup. It’s going to happen. Get used to it. Mess up, apologize, learn, 
share, repeat, and enjoy the journey!  
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