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It’s clear we’re living in a golden age of bailing. All across America people are deciding on 
Monday that it would be really fantastic to go grab a drink with X on Thursday. But then when 
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Thursday actually rolls around they realize it would actually be more fantastic to go home, flop 
on the bed and watch Carpool Karaoke videos. So they send the bailing text or email: “So sorry! 
I’m gonna have to flake on drinks tonight. Overwhelmed. My grandmother just got bubonic 
plague.…” 

Bailing is one of the defining acts of the current moment because it stands at the nexus of so 
many larger trends: the ambiguity of modern social relationships, the fraying of commitments, 
what my friend Hayley Darden calls the ethic of flexibility ushered in by smartphone apps — not 
to mention the decline of civilization, the collapse of morality and the ruination of all we hold 
dear. 

Bailing begins with a certain psychological malady, with a person who has an ephemeral 
enthusiasm for other people but a limited self-knowledge about his or her own future desires. In 
the abstract, the offer to meet up with an interesting person seems great, or at least marginally 
interesting. The people pleaser wants to make everybody happy so says yes to every invitation, 
with the unconscious knowledge that he can back out later. 

The moment of cold reality doesn’t hit until you look at your calendar and find that you have five 
different commitments at 4 p.m. next Tuesday and not a free evening until 2021. A fog of 
anxiety descends, good intentions are dashed and the bailer starts bailing. 

Technology makes it all so easy. You just pull out your phone and bailing on a rendezvous is as 
easy as canceling an Uber driver. 

There are different categories of bailing. There is canceling on friends. This seems to follow a 
bail curve pattern. People feel free to bail on close friends, because they will understand, and on 
distant friends, because they don’t matter so much, but they are less inclined to bail on medium-
tier or fragile friends. 

Then there is professional bailing. This tends to have a hierarchical structure. A high-status 
person will frequently bail on a lower-status colleague, but if an intern bails on a senior 
executive, it is a sign of serious disrespect. 

Finally, there’s the networker flake. In the information age, the highly ambitious are masters of 
acquaintanceship — making a zillion useful contacts, understanding the strength of weak ties and 
bailing on a networking prospect with a killer-eyed coldness when a better offer comes along. 

I’ve been reading the online discussions to understand the ethics and etiquette of bailing. I’m 
struck by how many people are quick to bail and view it as an unproblematic act. 

They argue that we all have a right to control our own time and achieve mastery over our own 
life. Bailees have a duty to understand that sometimes other people are just too frazzled to follow 
through on their promises. 

And it’s true that sometimes bailing doesn’t hurt. I’m delighted half the time when people bail on 
me. They’ve just given me an unexpected block of free time. 



But we should probably make bailing harder. Technology wants to make everything smooth, but 
friendship is about being adhesive. As technology pushes us toward efficiency, we should 
probably introduce social rules that create friction. 

We could, for example, create three moral hurdles every bail must meet. 

First, is it for a good reason (your kids unexpectedly need you, a new kidney became available 
for your transplant) or is it for a bad reason (you’re tired, you want to be alone)? 

Second, did you bail well (sending an honest text, offering another date to get together) or did 
you bail selfishly (ghosting, talking about how busy your life is, as if you were the only person 
who matters)? 

Third, did you really think about the impact on the other person? (I’ve learned it’s almost always 
a mistake to bail on somebody’s life event — wedding, birthday party, funeral — on the grounds 
that your absence won’t be noticed.) 

My own sin is that I have a genius for sloppily double booking myself and forgetting to write 
stuff down on the calendar. I bail when crushed by work. 

I could probably use some social norms that punished the bail, and thereby encouraged me to be 
discriminating about making commitments in the first place, intentional about how I spend my 
time and wary of overpromising and underdelivering. 

There was a time, not long ago, when a social commitment was not regarded as a disposable 
Post-it note, when people took it as a matter of course that reliability is a core element of treating 
people well, that how you spend your time is how you spend your life, and that if you don’t flake 
on people who matter you have a chance to build deeper and better friendships and live in a 
better and more respectful way. 

Of course, all that went away with the smartphone. 
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