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Abstract
This thesis is a study on different apology styles regarding wording, tone, and body
language in the U.S., China, and Japan. The wording part mainly focuses on IFIDs of
each country, which means “Illocutionary Force Indicating Device”, also known as the
key apologetic words in this case. The body language part focuses on the eye contact,
facial expression, gesture, posture, and also a particular way of apologizing – bowing.
The study contains two parts – case study and survey. In the case study part, about three
to four cases from each country will be studied to find the common apologetic words,
tone, and body languages in previous examples. In the survey part, a survey on apology
style regarding wording, tone, and body language will be distributed mainly to people
from the U.S., China, and Japan. By analyzing the results we intend to find different
preference toward a corporate apology from people with different background.
Keywords: apology, culture, IFID, tone, body language
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Introduction
Corporate apology, in the phase of a crisis, has long been studied by scholars and PR
professionals. With the growth of the global market, corporations are facing expanding
audiences from all over the world, with differences in language, religion, race, and
cultural background (Barker & Gower, 2010). Public relations and communication
specialists need to consider the diversity of the audiences when developing
communications strategies (Banks, 2000). As a result, enterprises now are facing the
problem of communicating apologies to people of different cultural backgrounds.
Apology is studied both as a communication and an anthropology subject. Generally,
it is a behavior to admit responsibility, to express remorse, and to ask for forgiveness
(Goffman, 1971). It includes the acknowledgement of the mistake, the acceptance of
responsibility, the expression of remorse and a promise that the wrongdoing will not
occur again (Kellerman, 2006). Besides its social function, it is also described as “a
linguistic device that describes emotions or as a linguistic strategy that directly enacts
emotional attitudes in certain situations” (Sandu, 2012). This shows apology is not only a
combination of words admitting someone’s mistake, but it should also convey emotions.
There are previous researches on how corporations should convey the message with
appropriate behavior (Brinke &Adams, 2015). Such behaviors are the “elements” that
show the emotional side of the apology, like the tone of the speaker, the facial expression
and body language he/she uses, and also the choice of words of the transgressor. This
thesis is going to conduct primary research to evaluate different cultural expectations of
an apology regarding wording, tone, and body language. It will mainly focus in the U.S.,
Japan and China.
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Chapter 1: Literature Review
High Context And Low Context Culture
To understand the different expectation for an apology between the U.S., China, and
Japanese people, it’s necessary to have a basic understanding of their culture and
communication type. The classic theory identifying different styles of communication
was developed by Edward Hall in 1976. In his book Beyond Culture he developed the
theory of “high-context” and “low-context” communication style in different culture
(Hall, 1976). He defined these two communication styles as “A high-context (HC)
communication or message is one in which most of the information is either in the
physical context or internalized in the person, while very little is in the coded, explicit,
transmitted part of the message. A low-context (LC) communication is just the opposite;
i.e. the mass of the information is vested in the explicit code” (p.79). Although Hall
didn’t believe a culture can be exactly HC or LC, he didn’t consider American culture is
on the lower end of the scale while China, on the other hand, is a typical high-context
culture.
Scholars have studied conflict and apology based on this theory. In a test conducted
by Chau and Gudykunst (1987), they found people from low-context cultures usually
have a “solution-oriented” conflict style, whereas people from high-context culture are
more likely to use a “non-confrontation” style. Hu also stated in his research that
American apology focuses more on solving the problem, while Japanese people
emphasize on repairing the relationship (2005).
On the strength of the HC-LC theory, it’s easier for us to understand the logic behind
different expectations for apology. It’s not hard to believe that in high-context cultures
like Japanese and China, one should be more careful using nonverbal elements because
each gesture or expression could have already been encoded in their communication
system.
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Verbal Apology - IFID
The most conventional way to evaluate apology speech is “IFID”, meaning
“Illocutionary Force Indicating Device,” created by Serle in 1969. It is the expression in a
speech that marks the act of apologizing, such as “I’m sorry” and “I apologize.” Brinke
and Adams evaluated the relationship between verbal components of apology and the
abnormal returns of corporations (2015). The result shows that apologies with an “IFID”
suffer small losses than those without it.
In the English language, the most explicit and classic IFID expression is “I apologize”
(Ogiermann, 2009). The expression can be used as a verb “apologize” and a noun
“apology.” Ogiermann categorize them into different strategies –starting one’s obligation
to apologize, i.e. “I must apologize for…” or asking for forgiveness – “Please accept my
apology.” However, Ogiermann (2009) points out that the most frequent used expression
of regrets is “I’m sorry,” and data shows people have a strong preference for it. Other
IFID, such as “excuse me,” are also used in English language, but with less explicitly and
different function.
In China, Yang’s study show that the most common IFID in Chinese is “dui bu qi (对
不起)”(2012), which is the most explicit apology word in daily life. Another common
phrase “bu hao yi si (不好意思)” is also applied when there is no actual offense or the
offense is mild. This word is similar to “excuse me” in English, but it can also be used to
express gratitude like “sumimasen(すみません)” in Japanese. “Bao qian (抱歉)” or “dao
qian (道歉)” are less used than “dui bu qi,” and the semantic degree of these two is
similar.
On the other hand, Japan is always seemed to be a “culture of apology” (Sugimoto,
2002). In Sandu’s study (2012), she talks about that Japanese people apologize not only
when they want to express regret or admit mistake, but they also apply apology words in
other situations such as expressing gratitude, or even greeting. Compare with English,
Japanese language has many words for apology, each of them is used depending on
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severity of the wrongdoing, and also seriousness of the situation. The most formulaic and
most studied Japanese IFIDs are “sumimasen (すみません)” , “gomen nasai (ごめんな
さい) ” ,and “moushiwake gozaimasen (申し訳ございません).”
“Sumimasen (すみません)” is one of the most common apology words in Japanese.
It’s flexible in situations of regret, refuse, and gratitude (Tateyama, 2001). It’s a mild
apology when people apologize for small offenses, or simply show respect to others. On
the other hand, “gomen nasai (ごめんなさい)” is more related to wrongdoings,
including admitting the mistake, and more important, requesting for forgiveness (Kimura,
1994). It is used in a formal occasion but for familiar people.
Besides these two expressions, a more formal and polite apology phrase in Japanese
is “moushiwake gozaimasen (申し訳ございません)” (Murata, 1998). This phrase is
used in more formal occasion for more serious offenses, and usually from subordinate to
superior (Zhang, 2012). It’s more common in corporate apologies. Other words such as
“owabi shimasu (お詫びします)” or “syaza itashimasu (謝罪いたします)” are used for
extremely serious misbehaviors.
According to all the studies above, it’s not hard to find that all these three languages
have IFID of different degrees. It’s clear that in some cultures there are certain
preferences for using appropriate IFID in a formal occasion. Fang’s research shows that
in a serious apology, most Chinese people use “dui bu qi”, and almost 100% of Japanese
people consider “moushiwake” is the right one to use.
In addition to the core apology words or phrases, Yang also indicates that adverbs
and address form, especially honorifics should also be considered as an important
composition of an apology (2012).

Nonverbal Apology
Nonverbal expression can be seen as an extension of language. Although the verbal
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component is the key part of an apology, an improper nonverbal behavior will decrease
the effectiveness of it. In the research conducted by Brinke and Adams (2015), they
evaluate the relationship between the emotional expression (body language, facial
expression) and the corporation performance after apologizing. They find that if speakers
demonstrate a deviant manner during their apology, such as happiness, the corporations
will experience more damage to their reputation than those show sadness in their speech.
According to Szczurek, even lack of emotion when apologizing is inappropriate (2012).
Such behavior can be seen as an incongruent between fact and emotion. Therefore,
inappropriate or lack of emotional behavior can be seen as an insincere apology.
There are many differences in nonverbal apology expression between U.S., China,
and Japan. According to a research by Park and Guan (2009), U.S. people tend to use
more explicit verbal apologies than Chinese people. Chinese people tend to use more
nonverbal apologies combined with verbal apology, or even nonverbal apology only.
They also find out that U.S. people tend to use a combination of body languages such as
nodding and gesturing while Chinese people usually use one type of body language
alone.
On the other hand, Japanese people behave differently when applying nonverbal
apology because they have a unique body language system. Although direct eye contact
while apologizing is welcomed in U.S. and China since it shows sincerity, Japanese
people consider direct eye contact as an act of provocation (Lu, 2011). They use direct
eye contact in rivalry or contest, which implies threat to the component. Therefore,
Japanese people will avoid direct eye contact during apologizing as much as possible.
According to Su’s research (2008), more than 85% of Japanese people chose not to apply
direct eye contact when apologizing while only 14% of Chinese people gave the same
answer. In Cui’s research (2005), she found out that Japanese people tend to use serious
expression while Chinese people like to apply a gentle smile when apologizing.
Furthermore, Japanese people will lower their head and bow to show sincerity.
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Chapter 2: Case Study
In this part, several cases will be used to study typical apology style in the U.S.,
China, and Japan.
The U.S.
First we will see three apologies from Domino’s Pizza, General Motors, and
Blackberry. These three cases are examples of the U.S. corporate apologies. Considering
only on the speeches themself, they are relatively good examples. The contents of the
speeches are similar – they expressed regrets and talked about what they were doing and
what they would do, which are some of the key elements for corporate apologies. Now
we are going to focus on their word choices, tone, and body language and see the
common elements in a successful U.S. corporate apology.
Domino’s Pizza.
In April 2009, two Domino’s employees posted a video showing they were messing
with the foods in Domino’s kitchen. It soon became a severe crisis for Domino’s. Later,
Patrick Doyle, the CEO of Domino’s Pizza, posted a video on YouTube apologizing for
the incident. He said that those two employees were dismissed and facing charges. He
also stated that the shop was sanitized completely and this kind of things would never
happen again.

(Video Source：
https://www.youtube.com
/watch?v=dem6eA7-A2I)
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General Motors.
In February 2014, General Motors announced a recall on about 800,00 vehicles.
Soon in late February, it added another 600,000 vehicles to the recall. This recall was due
to faulty ignition switches which would cause an unexpected engine shutoff and airbag
failures. The defect was soon reported to have had already caused at least 12 deaths,
which meant GM should announce the recall much earlier.
After going through public statements and personal interviews, in March, Mary Barra,
the CEO of General Motors posted an online video. She reaffirmed their apology, made
sure they will cooperate with the investigation of National Highway Traffic Safety
Administration (NHTSA), and also explained how they were going to fix the problem.
Although the company itself had several flaws in its crisis management process, the
speech itself can be a good example for us to analysis.
(Video Source:
http://money.cnn.com/video
/news/2014/03/17/ceo-mar
y-barra-gm-recall-suvs-switch
-general-motors-apology-upd
ate-suv.cnnmoney/

Blackberry.
In October 2011, Blackberry experienced a three-day service outage. It caused the
frustration of millions of its users because they could only get sporadic messages from
the server. This forced Mike Lazaridis, the founder and co-CEO of Research In Motion
(another name for Blackberry) apologizing for the failure through an online video. He
admitted they failed to deliver their promise of reliable services and apologized for the
outage. Although he didn’t give a specific time when they could restore their services, he
talked about what they were doing to solve this problem.
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(Video Source:
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=zQ1esvGae_s

In Doyle’s speech, he used “apologize” as his IFID with an adverb “sincerely.” He
applied a very firm and determined tone, to show that he was very sure about what he
was talking about. It was not hard for the public to believe that he had a very strong
determination to improve the situation. He was also very serious – even with a little bit
indignation, which gives us the feeling that he himself had no tolerance for this kind of
incidents. However, his delivery of the message was much criticized. Doyle seems not
looking at the audiences directly, but the person who is in front of him. He also sat in a
very causal posture instead of acting formally.
In Barra’s speech, she also mentioned the word “apologize.” (She didn’t actually
apologized in this video but she referred to her previous apology, and reaffirmed it.) She
was also in a firm tone to assure the audience their improvements in the future. Compare
to Doyle, she was also calmer with confidence in her voice. Barra applied direct eye
contact throughout the video, and she also applied gestures when speaking of key words.
In Lazaridis’s speech, he used the word “apologize” as well. However, he applied a
very regretful tone to address his furious customers. He talked slowly with remorse in
between his lines. We can feel that he was asking for forgiveness in sub-context. Other
than that, he sounded assured as well when he was talking about what they were doing to
fix the problem. Most of the time he was looking at the audience directly (expect for
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those when he was glancing the script), and he leaned forward his head a little bit
sometimes to show his sincereness.

Here is a table briefly summarizing their performance in wording, tone, and body
language:

Domino’s

General Motor

Blackberry

(Sincerely) apologize

Apologize

Apologize

Wording
(IFID)

Tone

Body
Language

Firm, determined，serious

Firm,

Speed: moderately fast

Calm

Speed: moderately

Speed: moderate

slow

No direct eye contact

Direct eye contact

Direct eye contact

Nodding, leaning posture

Gestures

(most of the time)

No gesture

persuasive, Regretful, sincere

Leaning forward
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According to these three apologies, we can see that they all include a critical IFID.
The word “apologize” is very commonly used as IFID in an apology speech. Also by
studying apology videos from other corporations1, we can find the word “sorry” is also
widely used though it’s not as popular as “apologize.” In addition, the word “sincerely”
or “sincere” are usually put alongside those apologetic words to strengthen the statement.
As to the nonverbal elements, the tone of the speech needs to be serious and sincere,
and shows that you are determined to solve the problem. One needs to choose the
appropriate emotion that suits the ongoing crisis – it should be the normal reaction to the
incident. A deviant tone and emotion can be disastrous in an apology speech.
When speaking of the inappropriate use of emotion, the CEO of KFC, Roger Eaton’s
apology can be a classic example. In May 2009, KFC decided to promote its new product
“KFC Grilled Chicken” by giving away free meals cooperating with Opera Winfrey.
Customers who visited Opera.com could download coupons to get a free meal within 24
hours. The initial idea was good, but with its bad operation and inadequate preparation,
most of the KFC stores run out of grilled chicken shortly. Most people had to wait in long
lines and, not getting a meal.
Later, KFC’s U.S. president, Roger Eaton issued a video apology on YouTube
apologizing for the “inconvenience” to the customer. However, he didn’t admit and
apologized for their poor operation, but implied that they were run out of grilled chicken
because their new product was so welcomed. Moreover, when he was delivering the
speech, he used an upbeat tone with an immoderate smile on his face. He sounded so
cheerful and overjoyed that people would think this was more a commercial video rather

1

The video list include:
•
Groupon CEO Andrew Mason’s apology: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4rDgxQFt1Og
•
Skype CEO Tony Bates’s apology: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hZCk2oBRCNw
•
Eurostar CEO Richard Brown’s apology: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6Jx5EdCEgT4
•
Sony’s president of consumer products Kazuo Hirai’s apology:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2tHl6O5Sp8w
•
President of Toyota Motor Sales U.S.A Jim Lentz’s apology:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=56&v=ZCb2dEFBq7I
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than an apology. He was like a CEO who believed they were doing a great job on their
new product, which was, unfortunately, exactly what they were not.

This apology video was widely criticized by the media. Phil Bernstein commented in
his article that, “From his unfortunate foreign accent to his smirky grin to his bizarre non
sequitur (‘Everyone wants to get the great taste of our new product, so we can’t redeem
your free coupon at this time.’), Eaton just kept digging it deeper.” (Bernstein, 2009)
The example is obviously a “deviant” use of emotion defined by Brinke and Adams
(2015). When using an improper tone to deliver the message, the audience will doubt
your sincereness spontaneously.

Meanwhile, direct eye contact is almost required for apology speeches in the U.S.
People who don’t look at the audience or simply read from script are usually criticized
for being insincere. In the cases above, Patrick Doyle was criticized for not looking at the
camera though he had a strong statement. Avoiding eye contact can be seen as a sign of
hiding the truth, while reading from a script can be seen as lack of preparation.
The appropriate use of gestures is also recommend in the U.S. In other comments,
Doyle was advised to gesture broadly with better posture (Trush, 2009).
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China
In China, crisis communication of corporations is still in the stage of development.
Unfortunately, most of the corporations do not know how to deal with crises. Usually
people tend to hide the truth by saying nothing and wait as if the crisis will be forgotten.
Even if some of the corporations decide to make an apology to the public, they usually do
it through a social media (mostly Weibo) statement. As a result, there are not many great
examples of Chinese corporation apology speeches. Therefore, we will analyze some
typical examples, which are relatively good, from the government, celebrity, and
corporation side.
Government: 2015 Shenzhen Landslide.
On December 20, 2015, a landslide of construction waste occurred in Shenzhen,
China. It caused an explosion of a gashouse and destroyed 33 buildings. Sixty-nine
people were killed and eight were missing. Five days later, the incident was confirmed
causing by the continuous piling up of constructions wastes – an accident due to human
negligence rather than natural disaster.
On December 26, the Shenzhen Party Secretary, Ma Xingrui, apologized to the
public at a news conference. He admitted that it was a human error accident, took the
responsibility, and then bowed to apologize.

Video source:
http://video.sina.com.
cn/p/news/c/v/201512-26/090165159673
.html
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Ma and other government officials
bowing at the conference

Celebrity: Mindy Quah.
Not much celebrities in China use video or public speech to apologize, but especially in
this year, there are more appearing. In March 2016, a video was posted online showing a
judge of a Chinese reality talent contest, Mindy Quah, made rude remarks to some of the
contestants. In the video she verbally abused the contestants and interrupted their singing
in a very arrogant manner. Although Quah was famous for her relentless comments in the
past, she clearly didn’t enjoy any privileges this time. She was soon criticized by
thousands of the social media users on Weibo (Chinese equivalent of Twitter).
After one day, Quah posted a video on her social media account. She bowed to
apologized to the contestants for her rude behaviors, admitted that she still needed to
improve her manners. She then apologized to the organizer and the sponsors.
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Video source:
http://ent.sina.com.cn/y/yn
eidi/2016-04-01/doc-ifxqxc
np8421714.shtml

Corporation: Sixth Naphtha Cracking Plant.
Six Naphtha Cracking Plant is an oil refinery in Yunlin, Taiwan. On July 7, 2010,
one of its factories caught fire. The fire lasted for two days. Later on July 25, another
factory caught fire again due to the leak of heavy oil. Two accidents indicated that there
must be something wrong in the refinery’s regulation system. Residents nearby then
became worried about their safety. They were angry with the owner of the refinery,
Formosa Plastic Group, a company had long been criticized for environmental issues.
Furious people went to the company and protested for its negligence and wrongdoings.
On July 27, the vice president of Formosa Plastic Group, Wang Ruihua, showed at a
news conference. She apologized to the public for those two accidents, and assured that
they were making thorough investigation. She then promised that the company would be
responsible for any agricultural losses in these two incidents.

The apology of the Shenzhen landslide case is a typical Chinese government apology
speech. In the apology, Ma Xingrui used the word “dao qian” (道歉) as his IFID. He also
used the word “cheng ken” (), which means “sincerely” in Chinese. Theses words are
good choices for the serious occasion. His tone was rather calm and flat without showing
any emotion. In addition, the speed and accent of his speech was very bureaucratic,
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which sounds emotionless. His eye contacts are intermittent – mostly glances while
reading the script. He applied no gestures in the speech and stood straight and formally
behind the rostrum. At the end of the speech, he stood up and bowed with other
government officials to show his sincereness. Overall, this is a relatively good
government apology in recent years. Especially that bow at the end is not normally seen
in Chinese government’s previous apologies. However, his bureaucratic tone still sounds
rigid and formulaic, which feels that he was simply going through the process rather than
apologizing from heart.
In Mindy Quah’s apology, she also used the word “dao qian” (道歉) to apologize.
The adverb “zheng zhong” (郑重), which means formally and solemnly in Chinese, made
the apology stronger. Her tone was serious and regretful, and slightly embarrassed for
what she did. We can feel that she was really having a bad time for what she had done.
Quah faced the camera directly, and applied some gestures to emphasize her words. She
sometimes held her hands together in front of her body — a sign for humble and sincere.
The weakness in her speech is she chose a very informal place, which was probably
her home, and dressed causally – something like a loungewear. Also, the video was
vague and unstable. These defects make the video less effective since it can be seen as
she didn’t put enough effort. Although these elements are not within our discussion of
wording, tone, and body language, they are still important impact factors for an apology.
In the apology of Six Naphtha Cracking Plant, Wang Ruihua used the word “bao
qian” (抱歉) as her IFID. She also used “fei chang” (非常) which means “very” in
Chinese. Therefor, what she said can be translated as – “we feel very sorry.” Her tone
was soft but regretful, and in some of the shots she was even tearful. When speaking of
taking responsibility of the agricultural loss, she was firm and determined, which made
her words convincing. She didn’t apply many gestures, but she lowered her head when
saying the apologetic words, which is also a sign for regret and humbleness.
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Video source:
https://www.youtub
e.com/watch?v=uRw
SLtPSwjo

Here is a table briefly summarizing their performance in wording, tone, and body
language:

Shenzhen Landslide

Wording
(IFID)

Mindy Quah

Six Naphtha Cracking
Plant

(Cheng ken) Dao qian

(Zheng zhong) Dao qian

(Fei chang ) Bao qian

(诚恳)道歉

(郑重)道歉

(非常)抱歉

Meaning: Sincerely

Meaning: Formally apologize

Meaning: Very sorry

Serious, Bureaucratic

Regretful, Humble,

Sorrowful, Sincere

Speed: slow

Slightly embarrassed

Speed: moderately slow

apologize

Tone

Speed: moderately slow

Body
Language

Intermittent eye contact

Direct eye contact

Moderate eye contact

Reading from script

Gestured slightly

Lower her head

Bow

Bow
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According to these three apologies, we can see they all include “bao qian” (抱歉) or
“dao qian” (道歉) as the IFID. In fact, according to other apology speeches or statemenst
studied2, many formal apologies in Chinese will use words deriving from “qian” (歉),
such as “dao qian”, “bao qian”, “qian yi” (歉意). The expression “dui bu qi” (对不起)
rarely appears in a formal occasion, especially in governmental and corporate apologies
because it’s an informal expression.
In fact, Chinese people are not quite in favor of the word “yi han” (遗憾) in an
apology. This word is usually translated to, or from the word “regret” in English. In
Chinese language, the word “yi han” means “feeling bad for something (usually good
things) didn’t happen.” Usually it doesn’t contain the meaning of apologizing. Therefore,
if people use it in an apology speech, it will sound like “we feel sorry for what happened,
but that’s not actually our fault.” In some of the occasions, Chinese people are very
sensitive about these different words, especially in diplomatic speeches. There is even an
article on Chinese People.com after Hainan Island incident 3 called “Will America
diplomats use ‘regret’ instead of ‘apologize’?” (Ren, 2001). Also the recent Virgin
Atlantic crisis was also criticized for using “regret” instead of “apologize” in their online
statement.
For nonverbal elements, it’s more recommended to be in a regretful and caring tone.
Showing the determination to solve the problem is important, however, the tone of the
speakers should appear as humble as possible when bad things happen. One can also
speak a little bit more slowly to express sadness. Speaking tone like the one showed in
Shenzhen’s case is not recommend for corporations because it’s a typical governmental
cliché and people tend to be bored with it.
The video list include:
CEO of Taiwan high speed rail apologized for the delay: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qIDvySQMY98
President of Petrochemical Industry Association apologized for an accident:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cQpwSFOE5eg
CEO of TransAsia Airways apologized for a crush: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X3t0KBRlIv8
Vice president of Taiwan McDonald’s apology: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_wI79DZQzIs
3 In April 2001, two military aircraft from China and America collided above China’s airspace.
2
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Direct eye contact is encouraged in China. Like in the U.S., reading from script is not
welcomed in China. Recently a Taiwan singer who apologized by reading a script
through a video was satirized as “the apology came all too sudden that she didn’t even
have time to remember her script”(Lin, 2016). We can see that people were expecting
more in an apology.
Gestures are not as widely applied as in the U.S. However, it will be helpful if used
appropriately. It’s common to stay in a formal and straight posture when apologizing in
China. Bowing is not required, but in very serious cases, it’s still a good way to show
one’s sincereness. Lowering the head for one or two seconds can be seen as a “small bow”
to show regrets and humbleness.

Japan
Japan has a very unique and a mature corporate apologizing style. Most of them take
place at news conferences. Following are three cases.
Asahi Kasei.
In 2015, an 11-floor apartment in Yokohama, Japan, was found tilting due to
defective construction by the construction company, Asahi Kasei. The jerrybuilt building
was short of at least 70 foundation piles and large amount of concrete. In addition, Asahi
Kasei tampered the construction data to cover the truth.
On October 20, the president of Asahi Kasei, Toshio Asano, showed at a news
conference. He bowed to apologize for their mistake and promised they would take all
the responsibilities and pay for the reconstruction.
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Video Source:
https://www.yout
ube.com/watch?v
=kQT-3aJFGmU

Rikuentai Bus Company.
On April 29, 2012, a tour bus on the Kanetsu Expressway of Japan hit the noise
barrier on a highway and split into half. The accident killed six people, and nearly 40
were severely injured. The tour bus was run by the Rikuentai Bus Company.
On May 27, the president of Rikuentai Bus Company, Yumihide Hariu, apologized at
a news conference. He bowed at the beginning, explained the cause of the accident, and
then bowed again to victims’ family and injured people. Each of the bows lasts for nearly
ten seconds.

Video Source:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4HlJvrq3hAY
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Tokyo Electric Power Company.
Tokyo Electric Power Company (TEPCO) is the world’s biggest private nuclear
power provider. Almost 1/6 of Japan’s electricity is provided by it. On March 11, 2011, a
magnitude 9.0 undersea earthquake occurred in Japan. The following tsunami caused the
failure of the cooling pumps in the power plant, which led to overheated reactors. The
damage also caused hydrogen explosion in the power plant – fatal incidents that would
result in radioactive damages. Nearly 40 of TEPCO’s employees were badly injured and
exposed to the radiation. However, in the first couple of days after the earthquake,
TEPCO didn’t realize the severity of the accident, and failed to report them to the
government. Because of their negligence, they missed the best time to minimize further
damages.
The incompetence of TEPCO enraged the whole country. Naoto Kan, Japan’s PM at
the time, harshly criticized their delay. On March 14, the vice president of TEPCO
apologized to the public at a news conference. After that, TEPCO’s president, Masataka
Shimizu decided to go on a “tour of apology” in Fukushima – where the damaged power
plants locate. The video here is when he and his team were apologizing to the Fukushima
people in a gymnasium. In this apology he kneeled down in front of the victims,
apologized, and said they were trying their best to bring safety back to their life. At the
end, he bowed, which was actually a kowtow when in a kneeling position, to ask for
forgiveness.
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Video source:
https://www.youtube.c
om/watch?v=ZKx4Nq0B
WtI

In the apology of Asahi Kasei, Toshio Asano apologized twice using two sets of
IFID – “Owabi moushiagemasu” (お詫び申し上げます) and “Taihen moushiwagei
arimasen”

(大変申し訳ありません) , which are typical expressions for serious

apology in Japanese. He also used “Hukaku” (深く), meaning “deeply”, to emphasize the
apology. His tone was serious and regretful, admitting their wrongdoings. His eye contact
was intermittent – he glanced the audience sometimes, but most of the time he looked
down to avoid direct eye contact. He stood straight in a formal posture, and bowed deeply
after saying the apologetic words.
In the president of Rikuentai Bus Company, Yumihide Hariu also apologized twice
using “Owabi moushiagei gozayimasen deshita” (お詫び申し上げございませんでし
た) . He used “hukaku” (深く) and “hontoni” (本当に), which means “truly”, to
emphasize his words. In Hariu apology, he spoke in a very sad tone with deep regrets. He
even choked sometimes when he was speaking. We can tell that he felt very sorry for
those who died and injured in the accident. His choking can be seen as an expression of
his empathy as well as his regrets. Hariu didn’t look at the audience directly – he lowered
his head most of the time to show his guilt. He stood straight and bowed three times
through the whole apology. One was at the beginning when he just entered the room; the
other two were after his apology to the dead (and their family) and the injured. Each bow
lasted for nearly ten seconds.
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The apology of Tokyo Electric Power Company is another type of Japanese apology
that usually happens in very serious occasions – by kneeling down on the floor in a
gymnasium (which is not a common place for kneel sitting in Japan). Masataka Shimizu

used the word “Owabi moushiageitai” ( お 詫 び 申 し 上 げ た い ) and “moushiagei
gozaimasen deshida” (申し訳ございませんでした). He used “kokorogara” (心から) ,
which means “from heart” to show his sincereness. Shimizu’s tone didn’t contain as
much pain as Asano and Hariu. This is probably why his apology was criticized as “not
sincere enough” or “corporate jargon” in the comments under the YouTube video. He and
his team sat on their knees and maintained a straight posture. It’s interesting that although
Shimizu’s speech was rather calm, most of his colleagues showed a lamenting and
regretful face to show their regrets.
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Here is a table briefly summarizing their performance in wording, tone, and body
language:
Asahi Kasei

(Hukaku hukaku, hontoni)

(Kokorogara)

① Owabi moshiagemasu

Owabi moshiagemasu

Owabi moshiage

② Taihen moushiwage

（深く深く、本当に）

gozaimasenteshita

お詫び申し上げます

（心から）

arimasen
（深く深く）
①お詫び申し上げます

Tone

Body
Language

TEPCO

(Hukaku hukaku)

Wording
(IFID)

Rikuentai Bus Company

お詫び申し上げござい
Meaning: Deeply, truly sorry

ませんでした

②大変申し訳ありません

Meaning: Sorry from my

Meaning: Deeply sorry

heart

Serious, regretful

Sorrowful, choked

Serious, calm, steady

Speed: moderately slow

Speed: moderate slow

Speed: moderate

Intermittent eye contact

Intermittent eye contact

Moderate eye contact

Stand straight

Lower the head

Kneel down

Bow

Bow three times

Bow/kowtow

According to these three apologies, we can tell some basic features of Japanese
corporate apologies. They apply formal apologetic words, such as derivatives of “owabi”
(お詫び)

and “moushiwage (申し訳). “Sumimasen” or “gomen nasai” are too informal,

so we seldom see them in a corporate apology. To make the apology stronger, sometimes
they will use the apologetic words multiple times. Adverbs such as “Hukaku” (深く)are
also common to help the tone.
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For nonverbal elements, Japanese corporations usually use a lamenting and regretful
tone4. It’s important to show your audience that you are in deep regrets about your
mistake.
As to body language, we can see in these videos that they are not in favor of direct
eye contact. They will make quick eye contacts with the audience once in a while,
however, they will slightly lower their head and avoid direct eye contact most of the time.
It’s not hard to understand it because, as we discussed in the literature review, direct eye
contact contains the meaning of threat in Japanese culture. The facial expressions are
usually sad and regretful rather than confident and calm. Usually they stand straight with
arms by their sides, so we don’t see many gestures applied.
Bowing is almost required in a Japanese apology. Compare to China, Japanese
people bow much longer and deeper. They last at least three seconds and usually are
90-degrees. If more serious thing happen, they will kneel down to ask for forgiveness.
The bowing culture of Japan is obviously well known to the other countries. In 2013,
a Swiss pharmaceutical company, Novartis, bowed to apologize to Japanese market for
forging data.

Video source:
https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=KLdOK
MWyzwk

4

Also see other corporate apology videos of Japan:
アシアナ航空副社長が謝罪 広島空港の着陸失敗事故で
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YFj9iV1f5wQ
シャープ社長、赤字を謝罪 株主総会、辞任要求も
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z-ztJZWc4Wk
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Chapter 3: Research Design and Methodology
Survey
A survey was distributed and assembled using the survey software Qualtrics. It
collected by direct email, social media, and in person. The survey was completely
anonymous except for collecting demographic information under consent. The
participants were people who spent most of their residential time in the U.S., China, and
Japan.
Participants were first asked to answer a few questions on corporate apology to see
their general perceptions regarding wording, tone, and body language. They were given a
set scenario assuming that a CEO was going to make an apology through public speech
addressing their recent crisis. After this part, they were shown two corporate public
apology speech videos – one is from Volkswagen, the other is from Toshiba. To exclude
the influence of participant’s knowledge of certain language, they were asked to focus
only on the nonverbal part and answered a few questions regarding on the tone and the
body langue of the two speakers.

Case Used in the Survey
Volkswagen.
On September 18, 2015, United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
issued a public announcement reporting that the German automobile giant Volkswagen
cheated in its emissions tests in the U.S. It was found that Volkswagen installed a “defeat
device”, which would automatically reduce emission in the testing process. Two days
later, Volkswagen admitted the deception and posted a public apology statement online.
On Sept. 21, VW’s U.S. CEO Michael Horn showed up at the launch of the 2016
Volkswagen’s new Passat. Instead of hiding himself behind the scene, Horn chose to use
the chance and apologize to the customers on the trade show.
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Video source:
https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=dyiTwC
uCRqg

Toshiba.
On November 13, 2015, the Japanese multinational conglomerate company, Toshiba,
was reported that its American subsidiary, Westinghouse Electric, used to report a huge
asset impairment in 2012 and 2013. However, Toshiba failed to report it to the public.
The president of Toshiba, Masashi Muromachi then apologized on Nov. 27 at a news
conference.

Video source:
https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=dyiTwC
uCRqg
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The two cases were chosen based on the difference of their style and the similarity of
the crisis. (They are all international crisis of a multinational company, with no human
lives involved.) In Volkswagen’s case, Horn performed relatively “relaxed” due to the
nature of a trade show. His tone was rather calm, firm, and even confident when he was
addressing the problem. He made eye contact constantly, and gestured throughout the
speech. His facial expression didn’t seem very sad – he even smiled when he came to the
stage. He acted naturally when he was speaking.
On the contrast, the apology of Toshiba is a very typical Japanese apology (as we
mentioned in the case study part). Muromachi’s tone is serious and regretful. His facial
expression is smileless, along with intermittent eye contact. He used no gestures and
stood straight in a formal posture. He also applied a deep bow in the apology.

Both of these two apology speeches have their advantages and flaws. Nevertheless,
we are not trying to compare which apology is better, but to understand the different
expectations of people from each country by observing their reactions and responses.
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Key Questions of the Survey
The following are the key questions of the survey. The demographic questions and some
of the open questions are not included in this part. Please see appendix for the complete
survey.

Scenario: An international company is now having a crisis (any event that is, or is
expected to lead to, an unstable and dangerous situation affecting an individual, group,
community, or whole society). The CEO decides to make an apology speech through a
public speech. Suppose the content of the apology speech is perfect — they expressed
regrets, stated their responsibility, offered restitution, showed repenting, and asked for
forgiveness.

In this case, you will probably pay more attention to (you can choose more than
one answer)：
A. The word choice of the speech
B. The tone of the speaker
B. The body language the speaker is using (i.e. eye contact, gesture, etc.)
C. Other
D. None of above

If their apology speech were in English, how would you rate the effectiveness of the
following apologetic words? (From 0-100)
A. “Regret”

C. “Apologize”

B. “Sorry”

D. “Excuse us”

E. Other
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If their apology speech were in Chinese, how would you rate the effectiveness of the
following apologetic words? (From 0-100; open only to Chinese people)
A. “遗憾”

B. “对不起”

C. “抱歉“

D. Other

If their apology speech were in Chinese, you think they should address their audience
with: (open only to Chinese people)
A. “您”

C. It doesn't’ matter

B. “你”

D. I don’t know

If their apology speech were in Japanese, how would you rate the effectiveness of the
following apologetic words? (From 0-100; open only to Japanese people)
A. 「すみません」

D. 「お詫びします」

B. 「ごめんなさい」

E. 「謝罪いたします」

C. 「申し訳ございません」

F.

Other

I think they should use honorific words in their speech as long as possible.
A.

Strongly agree

D.

Somewhat disagree

B.

Somewhat agree

E.

Strongly disagree

C.

Neither agree nor disagree

What kind of tone do you think they should apply? (Select all you think applicable)

Positive

Confident

Frustrated

Embarrassed

Empathetic

Sad

Regretful

Humorous

Ashamed

Enthusiastic

Careful

Humble

Firm

Other
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In your opinion, an apology speech should:
A. Always be written in a formal and serious style
B. Can be informal to some degree
C. Can be completely informal
D. I don't care as long as they actually apologize

In the apology speech, you expect the body language of the speakers would be:
Strongly

Somewhat

Neither agree

Somewhat

Strongly

agree

disagree

nor disagree

disagree

disagree

They should apply direct eye contact
They can show a modest smile on their face
They should use gestures when speaking
They should stand in a formal posture
instead of act naturally
They should stand in a formal posture
instead of act naturally

Statement
Two videos will be shown in the following questions. Theses videos are corporate
apologies from different countries. Please ignore the content of the speech and focus
mainly on their tone and body language.

Volkswagen Apology Video
Toshiba Apology Video
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How do you feel about their tone of speaking?

Extremely

Somewhat

Neither satisfied

Somewhat

Extremely

satisfied

satisfied

nor dissatisfied

dissatisfied

dissatisfied

Moderately

Slightly

Not effective

effective

effective

at all

Moderately

Slightly

Not effective

effective

effective

at all

Volkswagen
Toshiba

How do you feel about their eye contacts?
Extremely
effective

Very effective

Volkswagen
Toshiba

Which standing posture do you prefer?
A. Volkswagen

B. Toshiba

How do you feel about the gestures they applied?
Extremely
effective

Very effective

Volkswagen
Toshiba

In general, which of the two styles do you think isbetter?
A. Volkswagen

B. Toshiba
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Chapter 4. Results and Analysis
Demographics
The survey was distributed through direct email, social media, and also in person
from March 26 to April 18, 2016. 160 results were collected and 98 of them were
completed. Among all the responses 22 were from the U.S., 104 from China, and 13 from
Japan. The age range started from 18 to 54. The majority of the respondents (76.92%)
were between 18-24 years old. About 18% were 26-34 years old and 5% were 35-54
years old. The complete result report is attached as an appendix.

General Perceptions
Q4: In this case, you will probably pay more attention to (word choice/ tone/ body
language)
According to Figure 1, only 6.25% of the participants said they would pay no
attention to all the factors listed. It seems that Chinese and Japanese respondents would
care more about the word choice of an apology. Most of the U.S. and Japanese
respondents (83.33%) would care about the tone while only 26.04% of Chinese
respondents were reported would do the same. Japanese respondents were showed to care
more in body language than people from other two countries.
Figure 1
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Q5: If their apology speech were in English, how would you rate the effectiveness of the
following apologetic words?
According to Figure 2, the rank of the effective of IFID in the U.S. was “apologize
(76.35) > regret (71.24) > sorry (63.65) > excuse us (21.23)”. In China, the rank was
“apologize (70.39) > sorry (60.23) > regret (50.9) > excuse us (44.12)”. In Japan, the rank
was “ apologize (82.17) > regret (72.92) > sorry (66.42) > excuse us (31.82)”. The word
“regret” got the lowest score in China than in the U.S. and Japan.

Figure 2

.
Q6: If their apology speech were in Chinese, how would you rate the effectiveness of the
following apologetic words? (This question was only available to Chinese people.)

Figure 3
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According to Figure 3, “dui bu qi” (对不起) and “bao qian” (抱歉) were similar in
their effectiveness, while the word “ yi han” (遗憾), which is the translation of

“regret”

got the lowest score (44.64).

Q7: If their apology speech is in Chinese, you think they should address their audience
with (“nin” 您/ “ni” 你) (This question was only available to Chinese people.)
Most of the Chinese respondents (90.77%) chose “nin” (您) as the proper expression
to address the audience. It is the honorific form of “you” in Chinese. About 4.62% were
agree with using the expression “ni” (你) and 4.62% of the respondents thought it
wouldn’t matter.

Figure 4

Q8: If their apology speech were in Japanese, how would you rate the effectiveness of the
following apologetic words? (This question is only available to Japanese people.)
According to Figure 5, most of the Japanese people thought “moushiwage
gozaimasen” (申し訳ございません), “owabi shimasu”(お詫びします), and “shazai
itashimasu”(謝罪いたします)

were more effective than “sumimasen” (すみません)

and “gomen nasai” (ごめんなさい). Some of the respondents gave zero point to
“sumimasen” and “gomen nasai”, which indicated that these two expressions were not
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suitable for a formal apology.

Figure 5

Q9: I think they should use honorific words in their speech as long as possible
In Figure 6, it was obvious that Japanese people cared more about the honorific form.
All of the Japanese respondents chose “strongly agree” or “somewhat agree”. Most of the
Chinese respondents (84.71%) also agreed to use honorific form when apologizing.
About 35.29% of the U.S. respondents neither agreed nor disagreed with that, and 5.88%
strongly disagree. In general, most of the people (81.18%) preferred honorific
expressions.
Figure 6
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Q11: What kind of tone do you think they should apply?
We can see from Figure 7 and Figure 8 that most of the respondents thought being
regretful and humble was the right tone for an apology. Among them the Japanese people
were the biggest part (100% of Japanese respondents chose “regretful” and 91.67% chose
“humble”). The “positive” and “confident” tone was more accepted in the U.S. than other
two countries. Nobody in Japan chose these two options. Nearly 83.33% of the U.S.
respondents believed an empathetic tone was necessary.

Figure 7

Figure 8

Choice

U.S.

China

Japan

Total

Positive

38.89%

22.62%

0.00%

61.51%

Sad

16.67%

4.76%

58.33%

79.76%

Careful

27.78%

16.67%

25.00%

69.44%

Confident

38.89%

8.33%

0.00%

47.22%

Regretful

77.78%

40.48%

100.00%

218.25%
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Humble

66.67%

46.43%

91.67%

204.76%

Frustrated

11.11%

2.38%

16.67%

30.16%

Humorous

0.00%

5.95%

0.00%

5.95%

Firm

44.44%

40.48%

25.00%

109.92%

Embarrassed

11.11%

4.76%

8.33%

24.21%

5.56%

40.48%

16.67%

62.70%

Empathetic

83.33%

57.14%

41.67%

182.14%

Enthusiastic

0.00%

3.57%

0.00%

3.57%

Ashamed

Q12: In your opinion, an apology speech should (be always formal/informal to some
degree/completely informal)
According to Figure 9, over a half of the U.S. respondents (61.11%) agreed with that
the apology speech could be informal to some degree. However, most of the Chinese
(62.35%) and Japanese respondents (91.67%) believed an apology should be always
written in a formal and serious style. About 14.75% of the respondents didn’t care about
the style as long as corporations actually apologize.

Figure 9
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Q13: In the apology speech, you expect the body language of the speakers would be

They should apply direct eye contact
In this question, we can see that the U.S. respondents cared very much about direct eye
contact because 100% of them strongly agreed it should be applied in an apology. Also
92.69% of the Chinese respondents strongly or somewhat agreed with using direct eye
contact. However, only 25% of the Japanese respondents agreed with applying direct
contact. 33.33% of them neither agreed nor disagreed while about 41.67% of them
somewhat disagreed with it.
Figure 10

They can show a modest smile on their face
About 27.78% of the U.S. respondents somewhat agreed with applying a modest
smile. 44.44% neither agreed nor disagreed with it, and 27.78% disagree. In China, over a
half of the respondents (54.32%) agreed with using a smile, while 20.99% of them
disagreed with it. All of the Japanese respondents disagreed with showing a smile.

Figure 11
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They should use gestures when speaking
In this question, 77.78% of the U.S. respondents agreed with using gestures. About
22.22% of them showed no preference, but none of them disagreed with it. Over a half of
the Chinese respondents (51.22%) agreed with using gestures. 32.93% of them neither
agreed nor disagreed, and 15.85% disagreed with it. In Japan, only 8.33% of the people
agreed with it, while 75% had no opinion. About 16.67 of them somewhat disagreed with
it.

Figure 12

They should stand in a formal posture instead of act naturally
In this question most of the respondents agreed with the statement. More respondents
in China (48.78%) and Japan (50%) “strongly agreed” with it than the U.S. respondents
(22.22%). About 16.67% of the U.S respondents disagreed with it, while only a few
Chinese respondents (7.32%) and none of the Japanese disagreed.

Figure 13
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I think they should bow when they apologize
In this question, we can see a big difference between these three countries. In the
U.S., only 16.67% of the people agreed with the statement and almost 55.56% of them
disagreed. In China, over a half of the respondents (52.44%) strongly agreed; 25.61% of
them somewhat agreed and 8.54% of them somewhat disagreed. In Japan, about 75% of
the respondents strongly agreed; 8.33% somewhat agreed; yet none of them disagreed.

Figure 14

Case Study
After showing them the two videos of corporate apology speech, we got the
following results:
Q14: How do you feel about their tone of speaking?
About 60% of the U.S. and 54.55% of the Chinese respondents were satisfied with
the apology of Volkswagen, while only 9.09% of the Japanese people were satisfied.
Most of the Japanese respondents (72.73%) were somewhat dissatisfied with
Volkswagen’s apology.
For Toshiba’s apology, about 40% of the U.S. respondents were satisfied with it, and
20% were dissatisfied. Also over a half of the Chinese people (59.26%) were satisfied,
and 18.51% were dissatisfied. About 72.73% of the Japanese respondents were satisfied
with it.
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Figure 15
Volkswagen

Figure 16
Toshiba

Q16: How do you feel about their eye contacts?
For the Volkswagen’s apology, about 93.33% of the U.S. respondents felt Horn’s eye
contact was effective. Most of them felt it was “moderately effective.” Only 6.67% felt it
was not effective at all. In China the results were similar to that in the U.S. In Japan,
although most people felt it was moderately effective too, but there were 18.18% of the
respondents felt it was not effective at all.
For the Toshiba’s apology, most of the U.S. respondents (69.23%) thought it was
slightly effective. Most of the Chinese respondents thought it was moderately effective
(31.37%) or very effective (39.22%). Most of the Japanese respondents (54.55%) thought
it was moderately effective.

Figure 17
Volkswagen
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Figure 18
Toshiba

Q17: Which standing posture do you prefer?
It’s easy to see from Figure 19 that slightly more U.S. respondents preferred the
Volkswagen’s posture (53.85%), while the Japanese respondents preferred Toshiba’s
(81.82%). The Chinese respondents (59.18%) were between these two responses but
slightly preferred the Toshiba one.

Figure 19

Q18: How do you feel about the gestures they applied?
The answers to this question were similar between these three countries. Most of the
respondents felt the gestures in the Volkswagen’s apology were moderately too much.
Also although there was basically no gestures in the Toshiba’s apology, most of the
respondents felt it was neither too much nor too little.
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Figure 20
Volkswagen

Figure 21
Toshiba

Q19: In general, which of the two styles do you think is better?
In general, more U.S. respondents (64.29%) preferred the Volkswagen’s apology
while the Chinese (53.7%) and Japanese respondents (83.33%) preferred Toshiba’s
apology.

Figure 22
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Q22: What improvements do you think both of the speeches should make?
For Volkswagen, some of the opinions were that they should use less movement and
be more formal and serious. For Toshiba, they could have more eye contact and more
confident.
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Chapter 5: Conclusion
Recommendations
Based on the case studies and the survey, we can find several similarities and
differences between the perspectives of the audiences from those three countries.
Therefore, we can have some recommendations on different apology styles in each
country.
U.S.
In the U.S., the most common IFIDs are “sorry” and “apologize”. According to the
survey, people believe that “apologize” is more effective than “sorry”, but both of them
can be used based on different situation. When using apologetic words, adverbs such as
“sincerely” can be used to strengthen the tone. Honorific words are not extremely
necessary and the speech can be informal to some degree, but still it should be written
clearly and express regrets.
A consensus between the three countries is that the tone of an apology speech should
be regretful, humble, and empathetic. However, in the U.S., people can accept a more
firm, positive, and confident apology. It’s important to show your audience that you have
the determination to fix the problem.
As to the body language, it’s important to make direct eye contact in the U.S.
Avoiding direct eye contact can be seen as hiding and dishonest. The facial expression
should be serious, and proper gestures can be applied. The posture should be formal but
with natural movements instead of standing stiffly. Bowing is not recommended in the
U.S. because it may be seen as overreaction.
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China.
In China the common IFID is the derivatives of the word “qian (歉)” such as “bao
qian (抱歉)” and “dao qian (道歉)”. “dui bu qi (对不起)” is also a common apologetic
word but it’s less used in a formal corporate apology. Adverbs such as “cheng ken (诚恳)”
and “fei chang (非常)” can be used to show sincereness. One should also address the
audiences with “nin (您)”, which is the honorific form of “you” in Chinese. The speech
should be written in a formal style.
Besides being regretful, humble and empathetic, the tone of the apology speech
should let people feel that you are somehow ashamed for the wrongdoing, which shows
that you realized what you did was improper. It should also be firm without hesitation.
In China, direct eye contact is also welcomed for most of the people. People can
accept having a modest smile on their face, which means the facial expression doesn’t
need to be blank or stiff. Proper gestures can be applied, and the posture should be as
formal as possible. Although bowing is not required in apology speeches in China, it is
recommended if you want to show more sincereness.
Japan.
In Japan, there are strict requirements for the choice of apologetic words. Using
informal IFIDs such as “sumimasen” and “gomen nasai” can be seen as a mistake. IFIDs
such as “moushiwage gozaimasen (申し訳ございません)” and “owabi shimasu (お詫び
します)” are recommended. One can use multiple apologetic words in one apology to
make it stronger. Using adverbs such as “fukaku (深く)” and “hontoni (本当に)” are also
a good way to show sincereness. Honorific form of the words is required in a formal
apology.
In Japan, the tone of the apology speech should be more “negative”, meaning it
should be more sad, regretted other than positive and confident. It’s better to show you
remorse for bring other people trouble.
Direct eye contact is not recommended when apologizing to Japanese people.
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Lowering the head can show your regrets and humble. Smile is strongly prohibited.
Although in the survey the respondents didn’t disagree with using gestures, they are
seldom found in previous apology speeches. Usually Japanese spoke people stand in a
very formal posture with their hands besides their body. Bowing is required and can be
applied multiple times according to different situation.

Following is a table of the conclusion:
U.S.

China

Japan
“moushiwage gozaimasen”

IFID

“Apologize”/”Sorry”

Adverb
Honorific
Form

Body
Language

(申し訳ございません)
“owabi shimasu”
(お詫びします)

Wording

Tone

Derivatives of “qian”

Sincerely

✖

“fei chang” (非常)

“hukaku” (深く)

“cheng ken” (诚恳)

“hontoni” (本当に)

✔

✔✔

Firm

Sad

Ashamed

Ashamed

Regret

Positive

Humble

Confident

Empathetic

Firm

Eye contact

✔✔

✔

✖

Smile

✖

✔

✖

Gesture

Apply properly

Posture

Somewhat natural

Formal

Formal

Bow

✖

✔

✔✔
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Limitations and directions for further research
This thesis focused on studying different perspectives on apology style of the U.S.,
China, and Japan audiences. However, there were several limitations and insufficiency.
First, the samples collected from each country was not balanced enough, and may cause
some bias in the results. More samples from the U.S. and Japan should be collected for
further analysis. Second, in this research the samples were mainly young people between
18-24. To make the result more precise, there should be more varieties in the
demographic. Last, in the open questions of the research we found that many people
actually had different standards for apology speech from different country. One of the
responses from a Chinese respondent commented the apology of Toshiba said, “he didn’t
do good enough on this apology as a Japanese,” and the respondent thought he should be
more regretful than that. The comment more or less showed that the respondent had a
higher standard for a Japanese apology speech. This could be a good topic to work on in
the future.
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Appendix
Survey Results

What is you age?

#

Answer

1

Under 18

2

Bar

Response

%

0

0.00%

18-25

110

76.92%

3

26-34

26

18.18%

4

35-54

7

4.90%

5

55-64

0

0.00%

6

65 or over

0

0.00%

143

100.00%

Total
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Which country did you spend most of your residential time in?

#

Answer

1

U.S.

2

3

Bar

Respons
e

%

22

15.83%

China

104

74.82%

Japan

13

9.35%

Total

139

100%

In this case, you will probably pay more attention to (you can choose
more than one answer）:

#

1

2

3

5

Answer

Bar

The word choice of the
speech
The tone of the speaker
The

body

language

speaker is using
None of above

Total

the

Response

%

68

51.13%

54

40.60%

65

48.87%

7

5.26%

194

100.00%
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in English, how would you rate the

effectiveness of the following apologetic words?

#

Question

Responses

Mean

1

"REGRET"

115

56.66

2

"SORRY"

114

60.82

3

"APOLOGIZE"

117

72.36

4

"EXCUSE US"

104

39.78

If their apology speech were

in Chinese, how would you rate the

effectiveness of the following apologetic words?

#

Question

Responses

Mean

1

“遗憾”

78

42.14

2

"对不起”

87

68.94

3

“抱歉”

87

64.14
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If their apology speech were in Chinese,you think they should address
their audience with:
#

Answer

Bar

Response

%

1

“您”

79

90.77%

2

“你”

4

4.62%

3

It doesn't matter

4

4.62%

87

100.00%

Total

If their apology speech were in Japanese, how would you rate the
effectiveness of the following apologetic words?
#

Question

Responses

Mean

1

「すみません」

11

31.73

2

「ごめんなさい」

11

38.73

3

「申し訳ございません」

12

90.00

4

「お詫びします」

12

82.25

5

「謝罪いたします」

12

83.75
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I think they should use honorific words in their speech as long as
possible.

#

Answer

Bar

Response

%

1

Strongly agree

49

40.50%

2

Somewhat agree

49

40.50%

3

Neither agree nor disagree

18

14.88%

4

Somewhat disagree

4

3.31%

5

Strongly disagree

1

0.83%

Total

121

Min

Max

Average

Value

Value

Value

1

5

1.83

Variance

0.74

100.00
%

Standard

Total

Total

Deviation

Responses

Respondents

0.86

121

121
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What kind of tone do you think they should apply? (Select all you think
applicable)

#

Answer

Bar

Response

%

1

Positive

28

23.53%

2

Sad

14

11.76%

3

Careful

24

20.17%

4

Confident

15

12.61%

5

Regretful

65

54.62%

6

Humble

66

55.46%

7

Frustrated

6

5.04%
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Humorous

9

Firm

10

Embarrassed

11

Ashamed

12

Other

13

14

62

5

4.20%

46

38.66%

8

6.72%

38

31.93%

1

0.84%

Empathetic

72

60.50%

Enthusiastic

4

3.36%

392

100.00%

Total
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In your opinion, an apology speech should:

#

1

2

3

4

Answer

Bar

Response

Always be written in a formal
and serious style
Can be informal to some
degree
Can be completely informal
I don't care as long as they
actually apologize
Total

Min

Max

Average

Value

Value

Value

1

4

1.79

Variance

1.19

%

66

55.00%

33

27.50%

1

0.83%

20

16.67%

120

100.00%

Standard

Total

Total

Deviation

Responses

Respondents

1.09

120

120
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In the apology speech, you expect the body language of the speakers would be:

#

1

2

Question
They should apply
direct eye contact
They can show a
modest smile

Strongly

Somewhat

Neither

Somewhat

Strongly

agree

agree

agree

disagree

disagree

nor
63.25%

23.93%

6.84%
disagree

5.13%

0.85%

14.66%

27.59%

26.72%

15.52%

15.52%

17.09%

34.19%

35.90%

11.11%

1.71%

42.74%

33.33%

15.38%

7.69%

0.85%

46.15%

20.51%

16.24%

8.55%

8.55%

They should use
3

gestures when
speaking
They should stand in a

4

formal posture instead
of act naturally

5

I think they should bow
when they apologize

How do you feel about their tone of speaking?

#

Question

Extremely
satisfied

Somewhat
satisfied

Neither
satisfied

Somewhat

Extremely

Average
Response

dissatisfied

dissatisfied

Value

nor

1

Volkswagen

2.38%

45.24%

17.86%
dissatisfied

25.00%

9.52%

84

2.94

2

Toshiba

7.23%

50.60%

26.51%

13.25%

2.41%

83

2.53
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Please list your reason:

Text Entry
大众：能感觉到一些诚意 东芝：有些呆板，需要语言内容支持

东芝眼神不真诚。好像被迫做的似的

I couldn't watch videos
The CEO of Toshiba gives me a feeling that he is impatient
I can't see. the www have become cww in China. I am sorry for that!
Admission of fault
I feel the Japanese CEO more sincere.
V in a humorous style T in a formal style

不懂语言也能感受

65
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How do you feel about their eye contacts?

Not
Extremely

#

Very

Moderately

Slightly

Question

Average
effective

effective

effective

effective

Response

effective

Value
at all

1

Volkswagen

6.10%

34.15%

40.24%

9.76%

9.76%

82

2.83

2

Toshiba

5.13%

32.05%

29.49%

28.21%

5.13%

78

2.96

Which standing posture do you prefer?

#

Answer

Bar

Response

%

1

Volkswagen

29

38.16%

2

Toshiba

47

61.84%

Total

76

100.00%
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How do you feel about the gestures they applied?

Far
#

Question

too

Moderately

Slightly

too much

too

too

too

much

much

little

much
1

Volkswagen

2

Toshiba

Neither

Slightly
Response

Average
Value

18

32

16

17
nor too

-

83

2.39

3

10

13

little
37

17

80

3.69

In general, which of the two styles do you think is better?

#

Answer

Bar

Response

%

1

Volkswagen

36

43.37%

2

Toshiba

47

56.63%

Total

83

100.00%

GOING THROUGH THE LOOKING GLASS

68

Please list the reasons of your choice.

Text Entry

肢体语言较多。 眼神交流较多，显得真诚

Toshiba showed no emotion

真诚

VW: natural, relaxed style, which comes off more authentic

I think the spokesperson of Toshiba looks more moderate.

There can be a combination of both

看起来更重视已经认真。
也许东方人的文化里对“犯错”的态度是与西方人不同的。我个人认为，以日本为典型的、较
为极端的例子来看，东方文化对于“犯错”的认知是“缺陷”，道歉的目的是为了弥补这个“缺
陷”并且要求下不为例，更多的是站在“事”的角度来考虑的；而以美国为另一个典型的例子来
看，西方文化对于“犯错”的认知是“天性”，道歉的目的是为了体现肇事方对错误有意识，犯
错是人的天性，受害方表示谅解即可，更多的是站在“人”的角度来考虑的。两种观点自然没
有对错高低之分，这里只是为了思考为何自己倾向于两种道歉的方式方法之中的某一种，而
浅薄地谈了一下想到的原因。所以，我将自己选择的理由归结于自己所受的文化背景熏陶。
toshiba looked more contrite, professional. VW was more like a show, didn't seem to take it
seriously.
V: way too informal to deliver the regret
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What improvements do you think both of the speeches should make?
(If any)

Text Entry
大众：可以正式些 东芝：太呆板了，融入一些表情，让听众从肢体语言上也能感觉到一些
诚意
鞠躬。做出身体上的歉意
less movement

感同身受

Volks more formal, toshiba more firm eye contact

大众应该更低调，显示遗憾一点，而东芝应该更活跃一点

be less informal

眼神能体现致歉人的真诚，眼神交流需提高。

话要通俗，给人以朋友之间道歉一样
我并不认为大众一定要学习东芝或者反之。这里当然牵涉到受众的问题，如果大众要在日本
开一个表示歉意的发布会，那想必还是会考虑日本人的文化语境，做到和东芝类似的表现；
反之如果东芝要到美国开一个发布会，那也不必太严肃拘谨，可以轻松简单一点。

