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o an acknowledgement of the effect the problems have had for the other 
person; ‘you experienced significant delays and were left not knowing what 
was happening’  

o an explanation of why the problem occurred; ‘Our computer system was 
down for routine maintenance and your data was not uploaded when the 
system went back on-line’  

o a description of anything that is being done to put matters right for the person 
directly concerned and/or to help avoid the problem happening again in the 
future; ‘we have updated our process to provide greater guidance to teams 
dealing with external assessments and reminded the team that all 
applications flagged must be checked’. 

 
DON’T 
Expressing empathy and apologising fails when we:  

o distance ourselves from the fault; ‘I apologise for ANY faults’. If there were no 
faults we don’t need to apologise for these (though empathy will still be 
helpful) and if there were then we should admit to them 

o shift the blame in whole or part to others; ‘I am sorry this happened BUT it 
was someone else’s fault’. Worst of all is if we seek to blame the person 
raising the issue ‘I am sorry but if you hadn’t been late then ..’ 

o give the impression we are only apologising because we are being forced to; 
‘I have been told I should apologise’  

o trivialise the problem; ‘no one else raised the issue’  
o question whether the other person has actually suffered; ‘I am sorry IF you 

were upset’ 
 

 

Source Materials 

Communicating Source:  UK Central Government Complaint Standards, “Clarifying the complaint and 
explaining the process”  
 
Apology Source:  Scottish Public Services Ombudsman, “How to make a good apology” 
 

https://www.ombudsman.org.uk/organisations-we-investigate/complaint-standards/uk-central-government-complaint-standards/uk-central-government-good-complaint-handling-guides/clarifying-complaint-and-explaining-process
https://www.ombudsman.org.uk/organisations-we-investigate/complaint-standards/uk-central-government-complaint-standards/uk-central-government-good-complaint-handling-guides/clarifying-complaint-and-explaining-process
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwj9ipHnw_mGAxWSW0EAHTHQAAcQFnoECB0QAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.spso.org.uk%2Fsites%2Fspso%2Ffiles%2Fcommunications_material%2F2018%2520SPSO%2520Apology%2520Guidance.pdf&usg=AOvVaw1qP_O1gXYkE66YIZLgfsv9&opi=89978449

