
 Giving and Accepting Apologies 

             We all need to learn how to apologize because we all make mistakes and are 

     able to hurt people through our words and actions -- intentional or not. It may not be 

comfortable or easy to apologize, but it's the most effective way to restore trust and 

balance in a relationship. An apology is a statement that shows you regret your actions 

and the hurt that these caused someone. 

Why Apologize? There are many reasons to make an apology when you've hurt someone unnecessarily or made a mistake. 

When you sincerely admit your mistake to the injured party, this: 

1. Is likely to give you feel a sense of relief.  

2. Opens dialogue, giving them an opening to communicate about it with you and deal with their feelings about you.  

3. Helps rebuild trust and your relationship. 

4. Gives you both a chance to clarify what is and isn't acceptable. 

5. Restores dignity to them, beginning their healing and ensures they don’t wrongly take blame for what happened.  

6. Is one of the best ways to restore your integrity in the eyes of others. 

7. Means you take responsibility for your actions, which can strengthen your self-confidence and reputation. 

8. May help you to be more careful in future words and actions. 

9. Is a great model to others, such as a child apologized to by a parent: the by-products of humility and courage are learned. 

Consequences of Not Apologizing   

First, you damage the relationship. Not taking responsibility for yourself can harm your reputation, limit career opportunities, and 

lower your effectiveness as others may not want to work with you. It will reduce joy in life if people don’t want to socialize with 

you. Few want to work or socialize with someone who can't own his or her mistakes.  

 

Why Apologizing is Difficult and Rare    

With such negative consequences, why do some people never apologize? Doing so opens us up to the possibility of being 

confronted with anger and resentment by the offended person(s). And it’s not always easy for them to accept our apology. They 

can wonder whether it’s the truth — perhaps the words we’re apologizing for are still our true feelings. Apologies take courage. 

Some people struggle to show this courage. Or, they may be so full of shame and embarrassment that they can't bring face 

what they did, or the person. Some may follow the poor advice "never apologize, never explain,  which is unproductive as they 

won’t be seen as a wise or an inspiring person.  

 

Apologizing the Right Way – 7 Steps 

Ask for permission to apologize.  Those you’ve offended appreciate that you’re not jumping right in and assuming you can do 

something that involves them. Sometimes, permission to apologize comes right away, sometimes after the offended have had a 

chance to cool off. When they grant you permission (and they will, because they very much want to hear what you have to say), 

let them know in detail what you’re apologizing for. The offended need to hear from you what you did so they know you 

understand why they’re upset. 

Express sincere regret, promptly. Timeliness is important. Apologize as soon as you realize you wronged someone. Then, 

every apology needs to start with "I'm sorry," or "I apologize." These essential words express remorse for your actions. For 

example, you could say: "I'm sorry I snapped at you; you didn’t deserve that. I’m ashamed for how I acted." Express how much 

you value the relationship: “It pains me that I hurt you because you have been a great worker and friend…” Be sincere with 

yourself and the person about why you want to apologize. Never make an apology if you have an ulterior motive – like wanting 

to be invited to share tickets they have to a great game.  

Admit responsibility & specifically what you did wrong. Imagine how they felt; express that you understand how you made 

them feel. For example: "I’m sorry; I’m sure I hurt your feelings when I snapped at you and embarrassed you, especially in front 

of the team. I was entirely wrong to treat you like that." Then hear them out; try to empathize with their feelings. 



Tell how you can make amends. The bigger the offense, the bigger the restitution required. You might ask: "Please tell me: 

what can I do to make this up to you?" or “I was wrong to doubt your ability to lead our meeting. I'd like you to lead the next 

meeting." Carefully determine what is appropriate. A token gesture (too little, not a full compensation), or an empty promise 

(something you can’t or won’t keep), will do more harm to the relationship and your reputation. At the opposite extreme, if you 

feel very badly you may be tempted to give more than what's appropriate to make amends. Be carefully proportionate in what 

you offer.  

Promise to not do it again. Promise that you won't do it again -- and never ruin an apology with an excuse! Assure them you'll 

never repeat what you did, and had no good reason for it. This helps rebuild trust – if followed. For example: "From now on, I 

won't ever yell at you." Honor your commitment; maybe in a month ask if they’ve noticed any failure on your part. Your future 

actions will validate the sincerity of your apology or not.  

Ask for forgiveness. If what you’re asking forgiveness for is something that caused a deep hurt, add, “I understand you need 

time to think about it.” Don’t assume that because you asked for forgiveness, they’ll hand it right over. An apology is a debt that 

needs to be paid; that’s why we say, ‘I owe you an apology.’ In contrast, forgiveness is a gift, so we shouldn’t expect one 

(unless you know that individual likes to be asked to bestow forgiveness). The injured party may feel pressured if asked “Will 

you forgive me?” and interpret it as an ulterior motive (“I want you to forgive me so I don’t have to be uncomfortable”), so handle 

this carefully.  

It can be harder with family. If you said something nasty, your spouse may recall your other past, painful barbs. Acknowledge 

your history: “I know I can’t make up for all the times I’ve blown this with you, but from the bottom of my heart, I feel really bad 

and know I need to fix this.” Then—the tough part—work hard to fix your behavior and words. Don’t keep apologizing for one 

failure. If they don’t accept it the first time, let the matter cool, as time can help them put your offense in perspective. If you still 

note a lingering frost, even after they said all’s well, ask, “Is there more I can do to make that up to you?” 

How to Receive an Apology 

Hurt is common in relationships. Responding well to apologies reduces the amount of hurt and resentment we keep, leading to 

healthier lives and relationships. Accept an apology if it’s sincere and doesn’t blame you (even partially); otherwise, there’s 

nothing to accept. Most people maintain eye contact and a serious tone when apologizing sincerely. If the person has a history 

of bad behavior, consider if they use apologies to avoid consequences. If someone is apologizing for something out of character 

for them, you may be more ready to accept the apology. If unsure, don’t accept a fake apology; you’ll remain upset. Perhaps 

say “I hear you” which says you heard but are unready to let your guard down enough to engage in discussion or to socialize.  

Don’t brush off an apology with “It’s fine” or “It’s nothing” which can make them feel their apology is unvalued; then the 

situation remains unresolved. It’s easy to say “forget it,” when everyone is uncomfortable, but you both know it was something. 

(Yet you can say, “It’s ok” if truly not affected by a person’s actions.)  

Otherwise, thank them specifically and fully, such as. “I accept your apology; it really hurt when you ___. I also accept your 

offer to compensate me by ____” Then, a simple “Thank you,” followed by any needed clarification of the compensation to make 

full amends should be done, so that there are no loose ends. Finally, next offering to get together proves that you're willing to 

rebuild the relationship.  

What if an Offender Doesn’t Apologize? 

When someone offends you, don’t stew silently. There can be two or more ways to see an event. Once shock, anger or hurt 

ebb, consider if you contributed to it. Try seeing it from their point of view. If certain that you did nothing to provoke the behavior, 

civilly approach them for a convenient time to talk in private. Share calmly what happened. Be specific about the day, time and 

events; be direct, recap what happened, how you perceived it and how you feel. Express “I felt…” not accusatory “You did…” 

Wait quietly for a response; it may surprise them and take time to process. Then if an apology is offered, accept it. Either way, at 

the end of the conversation, thank them for their time; and move on. Instead of evaluating people’s mistakes, look at how often 

they do well by you. Try your best every day not to hurt anyone; be thoughtfully slow in what you say and do, so that you’re less 

likely to hurt someone. Don’t worry about what might happen; if you blow it, you can apologize!  
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