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Many countries, Singapore 
included, have seen celebrities, 
politicians and other public figures 
apologising for causing hurt and 
violating public trust.

Ordinary folk and leaders of 
organisations too may find 
themselves having to apologise – 
for inappropriate behaviour, 
making claims that turn out to be 
false or misleading, or for 
insensitive remarks.

As the recent slew of social media 
episodes (a chicken rice chain 
owner who insulted a taxi driver, a 
couple’s outburst at an elderly man 
at a hawker centre) show, offending 
acts and comments can be caught 
on video and shared rapidly, 
generating public outrage. 

Conversely, when someone 
caught in such an episode 
apologises and tries to make 
amends, as the chicken rice chain 
boss did by giving away packets of 
chicken rice to taxi drivers, that 
apology is also likely to receive wide 
public exposure.

Then there is the case of the 
United Airlines chief executive, 
whose initial apology after a 
passenger was dragged off a flight 
earned him only opprobrium, and 
the church pastor who apologised 
to his congregation for “all the hurt, 
all the disappointment and all the 
painful ordeals you’ve been 

through” and for his “unwise 
decisions”.

So what is the psychology of an 
apology, and how does one decide 
whether, how, where and what to 
do to apologise?

First, some common-sense 
observations. Whether publicly or 
in private, it is difficult to say sorry 
sincerely to someone we have 
offended or wronged. Being sincere 
requires us to say what we mean, 
and mean what we say. Many of us 
procrastinate, and then we regret 
not apologising earlier or at all, 
adding to the regret from offending 
in the first place.

Some apologies are effective 
while others are disastrous. Then, 
too, there is the response to the 
apology: Some are accepted. But 
others we have wronged and 
apologised to may be unable or 
unwilling to let go and move on.

SAYING SORRY IS GOOD FOR YOU
But if it is so difficult, why 
apologise?

Research shows that a sincere 
apology has concrete benefits to 
yourself beyond preventing 
retaliations or repercussions.

When we sincerely apologise, we 
do so because we believe it is the 
right thing to do, and not just 
because it is a social nicety or 
obligation. Apologising sincerely 
therefore fulfils our need to be 
congruent with our personal 
beliefs.

A sincere apology does not just 
meet a need or reduce guilt. It is 
empowering because we 
experience the courage to 
overcome our resistance to admit 
wrongdoing and say sorry. It 
develops self-respect and enhances 
self-esteem by allowing us to 
behave in an authentic way.

Finally, no one enjoys 
apologising. A sincere apology is a 

humbling and learning experience. 
It serves as a powerful reminder not 
to repeat the mistake in future.

SINCERELY SORRY
How then to apologise sincerely?

Legal requirements may 
constrain or even dictate the 
wording of an apology. But many 
situations do not involve legal 
issues, and the offending party can 
decide whether to apologise and 
how to.

Research has identified the 
features of sincere and effective 
apologies. Let us call them the 
“Seven Rs of a Repairing Apology”.

• Recognise. Understand and 
recognise the damage done. Do 
not trivialise a serious 
wrongdoing by calling it a 
judgment error, unbalanced 
decision, a blunder or an 
administrative lapse, especially 
when it involves integrity or 
other values. 

• Reflect. See things from 
another’s perspective and 
empathise with the person or 
group hurt. But do not be 
presumptuous and say you know 
how the person feels or apologise 
for the person’s feelings. The 
emotions you highlight may not 
be the most important ones, or 
what the person is experiencing. 
Some emotional words may even 
sound condescending or cynical. 
Focus instead on your own 
actions. It is more accurate and 
appropriate to say “I am sorry to 
have said hurtful things” than to 
say “I am sorry to have caused you 
anger and embarrassment”.

• Regret. Reveal and express your 
genuine regret and remorse.

• Responsibility. Explain what 
happened but admit your 
wrongdoing without giving 
excuses. “I should not have done 
that, but I was irritated by what 
was happening around me” is a 
classic “but” apology that makes 
things worse. By attributing the 
cause to an external factor 
beyond your control, you will be 
seen as shifting blame, not taking 
responsibility. Instead, just say: “I 
should not have done that. I hurt 
you by doing that and I am really 
sorry.”

• Request. Ask for forgiveness and 
express hope that your apology 
will be accepted.

• Redeem. Make amendments. Do 
something concrete and positive 
to reduce the damage caused and 
signal your desire to reconcile 
and repair the relationship.

• Resolve. People you hurt want 
your assurance that it w ill not 
happen again. So it is important 
to resolve not to reoffend and 
repeat similar wrongdoings, and 
let the offended party know this. 
This “resolve not to repeat” is 
critical and most people, 
researchers included, have not 
paid enough attention to it.

Most well-intentioned apologies 
only express regret and request for 
forgiveness. By themselves, these 
two features are not very effective 
because they are the basics 
expected in any apology. We need 
to go beyond those words and take 
action: recognise, reflect, take 
responsibility, redeem and resolve.

Research shows that sincere 
apologies can reduce stress and 
contribute to mental and physical 
health for both parties, especially 
when the apology is accepted. 
When we receive a sincere apology, 
we should let go and move on.

But the benefits of accepting 
apologies apply only to sincere 
apologies, not insincere ones. We 
need to distinguish between the 
two and understand the different 
psychological processes involved.

IDENTIFYING INSINCERE 
APOLOGIES
For many of us, sorry seems to be 
the hardest word. But some say it 
readily, with varying degrees of 
sincerity. So when responding to an 
apology, a reality check is 
necessary.

Caution is most needed when we 
receive crafty apologies. These 
come convincingly from 
street-smart sweet talkers, or 
swindlers who con people. 

In crafty apologies, there is more 
to saying sorry than meets the eye. 
The apologies are not genuine. 
They are calculated, deceptive 
moves to serve some self-interest 
or advance hidden agendas.

Their real purpose is to induce 
specific feelings in the offended 
person or the audience to garner 
sympathy that is otherwise 
undeserved, or mobilise action that 
otherwise would not occur. They 
deny, detract and cover up motives 
and wrongdoings that are more 
severe than what is being 
apologised for.

Such apologies are more than 

insincere. They are ill-intentioned. 
They are manipulative strategies, 
and especially powerful when used 
by someone with a bewitching 
charisma but a bad character.

I suggest four ways to help 
discern and detect insincere 
apologies that are ill-intentioned.
• First, look out for inconsistencies 

and contradictions between 
what the apology says and what 
the actions show.

• Second, revisit your assumptions 
and faith in the person 
apologising, when many 
individuals disagree with your 
assessment, especially when they 
are diverse people who are not in 
your in-group.

• Third, consider the possibility 
that your previous assessments 
were limited and earlier 
conclusions were incorrect, 
especially when trustworthy 
individuals make strong negative 
judgments about the person 
apologising.

• Fourth, identify the connection, 
and disconnection, between the 
person’s actions and his espoused 
values, and reflect on how the 
actions and values match your 
own values.

In the long run, manipulative 
apologies will likely backfire. This is 
because it is difficult to hide the 

contradictions showed up in 
subsequent actions, which reveal 
much more than words in the 
apology.

Another reason is that when the 
apology is accepted and the 
manipulative person gets away 
with it, he is emboldened to offend 
again. Repeatedly committing 
similar offending acts makes 
further apologies ineffective and 
reveals the falsity of the initial 
apology.

Although the truth may 
eventually show up, much damage 
could be caused before that 
happens. So it is important to 
discern and not adopt the 
simplistic attitude that all apologies 
should be accepted.

It is often politically incorrect or 
socially undesirable to not accept 
an apology. We do not want to 
appear as “non-forgiving”. But to 
forgive is not a virtue to be equated 
with mercy, compassion or 
gracefulness when it is done 
blindly.

When there is clear and severe 
wrongdoing, and especially when 
the wrongdoer is unrepentant and 
manipulative, uncritically 
accepting an apology and exalting 
so-called forgiveness has many 
unintended negative 
consequences.

One negative consequence is the 
belief that the wrongdoing is 
condoned or denied when it is 
forgiven. It reduces the moral 
standing of the person who 
forgives, and increases perceptions 
of moral hypocrisy when he 
promotes other virtues. 

Another consequence is it 
discourages discernment and 
inadvertently aids more people to 
fall into manipulative traps.

Finally, it tarnishes the 
reputation of innocent others who 
are associated with the wrongdoer 
or the forgiver because they are 
members of the same group. The 
group could be one based on a 
common cause, a profession, a 
political party or a religion. 
Eventually, it could erode the 
credibility of the group’s value 
system . This “individual to group” 
effect can happen easily. It is basic 
psychology that people are quick to 
make generalisations. 

Scientific research can help us 
apologise sincerely and effectively, 
and repair trust violation. But it 
cannot provide value-based 
judgment in a specific case on 
whether it is right to apologise, what 
to apologise for, and when to do so.

Answers to these questions are 
for the parties involved to 
determine. They will depend on the 
context, including the issues, 
interactions and individuals 
involved.

But there are lessons to be learnt. 
Everyone makes mistakes. We all 
need to decide on what to apologise 
for and when, and learn to 
apologise effectively.

We should also learn to be 
gracious in receiving and 
responding to an apology, but 
discern true apologies from crafty 
ones.

Above all, say sorry sincerely, and 
accept apologies appropriately. It is 
well worth it on both ends, for the 
well-being of the offender and the 
offended.

stopinion@sph.com.sg

• The writer is director of the 
Behavioural Sciences Institute and 
professor of psychology at the 
Singapore Management University.

A chicken rice chain owner, airline CEO
and church pastor have been in the news 
recently, apologising for their own or 
their organisations’ mistakes. How do 
you say sorry like you really mean it?
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Working out the future of work
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T
he renaming of the tripartite Council for Skills, 
Innovation and Productivity as the Future Econ-
omy Council is not merely a semantic change. It 
represents a concrete effort to implement the 
recommendations  of  the  Committee  on  the  
Future Economy, which came up with transforma-
tive strategies to take Singapore forward. The re-
naming, announced by Prime Minister Lee Hsien 
Loong in his May Day Rally speech, reveals the 
need to maintain purposeful momentum. Singa-
pore’s economy has arrived at a crossroads where 
cyclical setbacks threaten to coalesce with the 
structural problems of the global economy. Only 
bold innovative measures can work to break the 
stalemate. 

The new council has its work cut out for it. It 
must oversee the creation of jobs by bringing in 
new enterprises and investments, and expanding 
existing  businesses;  find replacement  jobs  for  
unemployed workers; and create jobs for future 
workers.  Achieving  the  first  objective  would  
depend on Singapore being able to offer investors 
the  advantages  of  a  skilled  workforce  and  a  
market-friendly environment. In its work culture, 
even disruptive economic change would have to 
be  negotiated  via  careful  planning  and  the  
rational implementation of  survivalist  policies,  
and not met with labour unrest. 

The second goal – of caring for the unemployed 
in the short term – would require workers to 

upgrade their skills on the basis that yesterday’s 
jobs will not return. Pragmatic Singaporeans are 
well  prepared  psychologically  in  this  regard,  
having witnessed and survived many unexpected 
changes on the labour scene. Yet, even they will 
require help to come to terms with the seismic dis-
locations  of  the near  future because many  of  
them came of working age in an era of plenty, 
which has conditioned aspirations and rewards.

Meeting the third objective – that of caring for 
the needs of future workers – will require a keen 
matching of expectations and reality. Young Sin-
gaporeans who are currently pursuing academic 
careers would have to tailor their worldviews to 
the exigencies of a labour market where many 

traditional assumptions have fallen by the way-
side.  For  instance,  some  fresh  graduates  find  
themselves competing for  the  same jobs  with 
applicants  who  have  experience.  Thinking  of  
career growth instead of focusing narrowly on 
remuneration  is  one  way  in  which  to  gain  a  
foothold in the new economy. 

Employers, too, must play their part. The tripar-
tite system requires them to partner the realistic 
demands of labour. Even as companies restruc-
ture, they must realise that short-term expedi-
ents such as retrenchments have to be justified 
against the long-term need to build up a core of 
workers who can see their firms and themselves 
through a wrenching period of transition.


