THE POWER OF APOLOGIES
A sincere ‘I’m sorry’ 
helps heal relationships.

By Karen Field Bolek, ALB, ACB

Toastmasters teaches us that when we make a small slipup during a speech—a verbal mistake, perhaps, or some other minor misstep—an apology is not necessary or even desirable. Most listeners won’t even notice such errors, and for those who do, apologetic words simply extend the distraction.
Moving unapologetically forward after a glitch, and refocusing on the speech, builds confidence and the ability to maintain a positive focus. On the other hand, if the glitch may have been perceived as personally offensive to any member of the audience, it is important to say you’re sorry. In any event, whenever you say something that is offensive to another person, whether the result of a speech or a conversation, a sincere apology to that person is in order.
For example, as a new member of the Saturday Sunrise Toastmasters in the Chicago area, I noticed one day after a meeting that the vice president education, “Mary,” seemed upset. When I asked her if she was all right, she confided that she had overheard another club member talk about her contributions in a negative way. As a result, Mary felt hurt and unappreciated. She thought about quitting the club.
I tried to counteract the other club member’s comments. I reinforced Mary’s value as a person and as a club officer. Fortunately, she remained in the club, at least for the time. Yet it occurred to me that a sincere apology from her fellow member might have made a real difference to Mary.
More recently, I found myself on the hot seat. On this particular day I was assigned to evaluate a speech by a member I will call “Karl.” Karl had used several note cards to deliver his speech, and in my evaluation I suggested he use just a couple of cards that could be placed side by side on the lectern. Karl accepted my feedback, but I began to sense that something was not quite right. As I pondered Karl’s reaction over the next few weeks, it occurred to me that I had imitated his mannerisms with the note cards in my evaluation. Unintentionally, I had mocked him. I knew I needed to reverse any damage I had caused.
At the next club meeting, standing before the group as Table Topics master, I said that before we began I wanted to offer an apology to a club member. That got everyone’s attention. Then I looked at Karl, smiled and offered him a heartfelt apology for the harshness of my evaluation.
Surprised at the positive attention, Karl grinned. Then he shook his head, chuckled and protested that I didn’t need to apologize. Nonetheless, I could see that my words made a difference.
Benefiting the Culture

Both in and beyond club meetings, effective apologies are important, both to the culture of Toastmasters and to the person who was offended. Donna Weston, DTM, a member of two clubs in Illinois, recalls an area evaluation contest where a participant was denied permission to use notes, even though all the other contestants used them. Afterward, when the contest chair acknowledged providing incorrect information to the sergeant at arms and apologized for the mistake, the contestant accepted the apology—and his fate in the contest. Crisis averted.
“Some people apologize all the time, and it ends up not really meaning anything,” says Weston. “Other people never apologize; they think they’re always right, or they may be too proud to apologize. Apologizing is an art that people should learn, because it makes a difference.”
Apologizing appropriately is a valuable tool for healing personal and professional relationships. My club is fortunate to have members who hail from around the world. I recently asked a few of them to weigh in on the importance of apologies in their native lands.
Shada Attraplsi is originally from Tripoli, Libya. “People of both sexes in my culture tend to apologize when they make mistakes, without any restrictions—although of course, every culture has some people too arrogant to apologize,” she says. “But the strong family ties of our culture ensure that family members apologize to each other. Apologies and reconciliations are especially common during the three main Muslim holidays: Eid al-Fitr, Ramadan and Eid al-Adha.” 

Saptarshi Kumar, CTM, from Mumbai, India, says: “Indian culture places emphasis on offering a genuine, sincere apology where it is due. Historically, women were subjugated and were expected to apologize more than men, but not anymore. Today the young generation may not value apologizing as much.”
Fabian Fan, ACB, CL, who came to the U.S. from Beijing, China, 12 years ago, makes this observation: “A sincere apology can save important relationships. The key word is sincere. In China, usually the one apologizing takes a humble position and is willing to put himself/herself in a less prestigious status, to make it easier for the other person to accept the apology.”
Although sincerity is widely considered to be essential to an effective apology, we all know that even a sincere apology is sometimes rejected. To help people cover all the bases, many apology experts provide formulas for what to say when apologizing. My view, however, is that while words matter, nonverbal communication and leadership skills are actually more important than exactly what is verbalized.
In public speaking, a number of Toastmasters tenets apply to the act of apologizing. For example, knowing your audience. Saying “I’m sorry” to someone whose viewpoint you don’t really understand can leave you apologizing for something the other person doesn’t care about, or not apologizing for the thing he or she wants addressed. Depending on the complexity of the situation, you may need to engage in a two-way conversation before launching into an apology.

That way you make sure you are on the same page about what happened and how it affected the other person.

Be Authentic

Just as honesty is important to public speaking, it’s vital when making an apology. If you don’t genuinely accept responsibility or you’re not really sorry, any words you utter, no matter how carefully chosen, can seem insincere.
By claiming your mistake and your true feelings about it, you become honest with yourself. This also makes you a good leader: By apologizing honestly for mistakes, you establish a tone of respect and concern. Additionally, just as a good speaker demonstrates a positive attitude toward his audience, it is important to actually like the person you are apologizing to—at least in that moment. This means having a compassionate attitude toward him. Sometimes, “I’m sorry!” can be stated with a tone of resentment or outright antagonism, creating a downward spiral of hostility rather than opening a healing space in the relationship.
Another key to good public speaking is showing confidence. To have a positive effect with your apology, you need to forgive yourself first, or at least accept yourself in spite of your error. Without guilt and self-directed frustration, you can turn your attention outward, toward the person you’ve hurt, rather than furnishing a self-focused apology that essentially begs the other person to help you feel better about yourself.
After adjusting your attitude, it’s time to speak. Just as you would with a formal speech, organize your thoughts, include everything that needs to be said, speak concisely and get to the point. What you should say depends on the particulars of the situation—the person (or persons) involved, your relationship, the time and place, and the nature of your mistake. Fortunately, though, if you possess the right attitude, a simple “I’m sorry” or “I apologize” will help heal the hurt.
If you do it right, your apology is likely to help both you and the person you’ve offended feel better. The power to heal your relationship with an apology hinges largely on the quality of your thoughts and attitude, which inform your words, delivery and body language.

Considering the value of saying “I’m sorry” when it’s called for, why not practice this important skill in Toastmasters? Table Topics role-play scenarios provide practice in impromptu apologizing. A how-to speech on the subject gives club members valuable information. Another possible exercise: Speakers pretend to be a famous individual whose actions triggered a scandal—Tiger Woods? Lance Armstrong?—and deliver a persuasive speech featuring an extensive apology. A creative speaker can even develop an over-the-top satirical speech around a well-constructed fake apology.
Knowing how to apologize in the right way prepares people for success when the genuine need arises. Moreover, it can help Toastmasters clubs around the world retain good members. T(Page 22-25, June 2013)
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