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Guidance on Apologising
When the scheme Ombudsman investigates a complaint and finds un-remedied injustice or hardship, he
will recommend what an organisation needs to do to put things right.
A common recommendation is that a meaningful apology should be offered by the offending member.
This Guidance Note sets out what is required for an apology to be meaningful.
What is an apology?
There are many definitions including ‘an encounter between two parties at which one party, the
offender, acknowledges responsibility for an offence or grievance and expresses regret or remorse to a
second party, the aggrieved’.
Whatever the definition, it is clear that an apology is much more than an expression of regret. An apology
is an interactive exchange between parties: getting the process right is as important as saying the right
things. It is for the recipient of an apology to decide whether or not to accept the apology and forgive the
offender.
What do complainants want?
Experience is that complainants want and expect many different things from an apology. These may
include all or some of:
•
•
•
•
•
•

an acknowledgement of the wrong done,
confirmation that they were right,
an understanding of why things went wrong,
an acceptance of responsibility,
a reassurance that the problem has been addressed and will not happen again,
a reconciliation of a relationship and the restoration of their reputation.

Why apologise?
It is recognised that not everyone finds it easy to apologise. However, a meaningful apology is often
the first step to repairing a damaged relationship. It can help to restore dignity and trust. It says that
both parties share values ab out appropriate b ehaviour towards each other and that the offending
party has regrets when they do not behave according to those values.
What is a meaningful apology?
Experts consider that an apology has a number of integral elements. These elements are essential to
a meaningful apology. Whereas their inclusion may not guarantee success, their absence is likely to
result in failure. The importance and necessity of each element will vary depending on the nature of
the offence and the overall apology should be proportionate to the harm done. An inadequate or
insincere apology can make things worse. Elements in a meaningful apology are:
1.

1

An acknowledgement of the wrong done. This is the naming of the offence. Whether or not it
was intentional, an apology must correctly describe the offending action or behaviour. The
description must be specific in order to demonstrate an understanding of the offence. It must
also acknowledge the resulting impact on the aggrieved.
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