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oNe laST THING  Self-care, health, and happiness tips

k
nowing how to effectively apologize 
is one of the most important skills 
we can develop in life. It has a huge 
effect on our overall quality of life.

when I work with couples, I get to see how 
people give and receive apologies. I get to see 
the kinds of apologies that don’t work and 
may do further damage, and I also get to see 
apologies that work and create more 
closeness and bonding. 

as counsellors, often it’s a key part of our 
job to help couples learn how to give and 
receive good apologies and to experience 
their healing benefits. when we receive a 
good apology, we know it. It’s like we have a 
built-in system in our bodies, hearts, and 
brains that recognizes a good apology. we 
feel acknowledged, and we feel relieved. 

while helping our clients learn better 
apologizing skills may be a positive part of 
therapy, as counsellors, we can also benefit 
from honing these skills in our own lives. 

whaT a good apology looks lIke  
and sounds lIke.
a good apology is heartfelt, sincere, and deep. 
It is given with eye contact that is soft and 
body language that is open. The words are 
said in a soft/gentle, slow way. It’s obvious 
through this body language, tone of voice, 
and the words used that the person feels 
remorse and feels the hurt the other person 
feels. while the words “I’m sorry” are offered, 
they are offered along with the following: 

■ acknowledgement of wrongdoing  
(in a specific way)
“I should not have reprimanded you in front 
of everyone.”

■ acceptance of responsibility  
(no blame or defensiveness)
“It was unprofessional of me to speak  
to you as I did.”

■ expression of remorse and empathy
“It must have been very upsetting for  
you, as well as for the others present."

■ offer of compensation (that is meaningful 
to the receiver)
“I will acknowledge and apologize for my 
behaviour at today's meeting.”

How to apologize  
appropriately

"I'm sorry" Is noT  
always good enough

I said I'm sorry. 
Okay? Do you 
feel better now?

No, it's not okay. 
And no, actually,  
I don't feel better.

the secret ingredient to offering  
a sincere apology is InTenTIon.

follow ThIs four-lIne formula

I'm sorry for…

I was wrong Because…

wIll you forgIve…

In The fuTure, I wIll…

how To say sorry In 
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apologize before it's too late.

examine the  
situation.

 realize the hurt  
you caused.

 take charge for  
the damage.

Make sure to  
seek forgiveness.

promise it won't  
happen again.

1

2

3

4

5

6

■ communication not to repeat the 
transgression in the future

“In the future, I will address any concerns I 
have constructively and privately.”

sometimes, it helps to write your apology 
in a card, and then sit and read it aloud to the 
one you’ve hurt. 

we can see that a good apology offers 
much more than “I’m sorry.” It helps to 
recognize offering a good apology is a 
process involving multiple steps. sometimes, 
depending on the transgression and the 
damage done, a good apology needs to be 
offered more than once. 

Initially, learning to make good, effective 
apologies may seem like a daunting process 
— for clients and counsellors alike — because 
it means taking the (sometimes very) difficult 
step of sincerely accepting responsibility for 
the transgression and deeply understanding 
how that transgression was felt by the other 
person. But the benefits of a good apology are 
felt immediately by both the giver and the 
receiver, and the relationship is all the richer 
for it. 

HoW to gIVe a 

good 
apology

apologIes tHat  
Don’t WorK
non-apologies dressed up as apologies do 
nothing to repair and can even make an 
uncomfortable situation worse.

 I’m sorry, okay!

 I’m sorry but... 

 I’m sorry if you feel...

 I hope you don’t feel...

 It wasn’t my intention to...

  If you hadn’t ________  
then I wouldn’t have________

 look, I said I was sorry!

  I’m sorry but that’s your perception.

  and of course, not saying anything at all and 
expecting it to be a “given” for the person to 
know you’re sorry is not an apology.
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