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Speech acts of apologies: 

A descriptive-comparative analysis of Lebanese adults’ apologies 

Lana Zeaiter 

 

ABSTRACT 

 
 

Many cross-cultural studies investigate the language of apology, also called 

speech act of apology. These studies among others uncover differences and similarities 

in different societies in the use of the language of apology. People apologize differently, 

depending on the situation, their age, their gender and their socio-cultural background. 

This study attempts to establish a pattern for expressing apology, by highlighting the 

commonly used expressions by Lebanese adults. It also investigates age and gender 

similarities and differences in the use of apology in the context of Lebanese restaurants. 

The data analyzed were participants’ responses to a discourse completion task and a 

questionnaire, in addition to restaurant managers’ responses to a series of questions. 

Data analysis revealed that there are no significant differences in the way males and 

females of different age groups apologize in restaurant related situations.  

Recommendations for further research on speech acts of apology are suggested. 

Keywords: Apology, Speech Acts, Strategies, Expressions, Age, and Gender.  
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Chapter One 

  Introduction 

The speech act is “the basic unit of language used to express meaning, an 

utterance that expresses an intention” (Searle, 1969, p.18). It serves different purposes: 

request, apology, greeting, etc. Over the years, many researchers examined when, 

where, why and how people use a certain utterance and not the other. Findings from 

many of these studies emphasize the importance of teaching communicative 

competence rather than the grammatical one (see for instance Byram, 1997 & Celce-

Murcia, 2007). In teaching pragmatic competence, the focus has always been on the 

grammatical aspect of the language (Eslami-Rasekh & Maldani, 2010). Further studies 

reveal that there must be a shift from teaching grammar to teaching communicative 

competence, as it is a main component of learning the correct use of pragmatic forms.  

Many cross-cultural studies investigate the language of apology, also called 

speech act of apology. For instance, Blum Kulka and Olshtain (1984) examine speech 

acts of native and non-native Hebrew speakers to highlight similarities and differences 

in the way native and non-native speakers apologize. Cohen and Olshtain assess the 

effect of sociocultural competence on apology. These studies among others uncover 

differences and similarities in different societies in the use of the language of apology. 

Goffman (1971) emphasizes three aspects to be considered for an apology to be 

successful: acknowledging the offense, taking responsibility for the offense and offering 

compensation.  
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People apologize differently, depending on the situation and their social 

background. In addition, cultural norms affect the way people use the language. The 

unfamiliarity with these norms might have an impact on the effectiveness of the 

language used. In general, most of these studies are restricted to evaluating the speech 

act of apologies for native and non-native speakers of the English language (see for 

instance, Banikalef & Maros, 2013 & Trosborg, 1987). The results show that it is hard 

to perform a speech act in a second language, as the speaker may not be familiar with 

the rules of the language (What is a speech act, 2015; Bataineh & Bataineh, 2005 & 

Abu Humei, 2013). In principle, speakers have the tendency to apply their mother 

tongue rules on any new language they learn and to believe that language rules are 

universal.  

Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1984) launched the Cross-Cultural Speech Act 

Realization Patterns project (CCSARP) as an attempt to analyze speech acts of different 

languages across different cultures. They identify five apology strategies: expression of 

apology, acknowledgment of responsibility, explanation of the situation, offer of repair 

and a promise of forbearance.  

 Many researchers conducted the studies on the multilingualism and 

multiculturalism aspects in different countries. These two aspects are widespread in 

Lebanon (see for instance, Bacha & Bahous, 2011; Bahous, Bacha, & Nabhani, 2011; 

Bahous, Nabhani, & Bacha, 2014). Some Lebanese feel more at ease using French or 

English rather than their native language: Arabic. As schools in Lebanon teach foreign 

languages at early ages, students master the rules of these languages. However, the issue 
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of whether or not mastering the rules is enough to understand the cultural context of the 

language is still debatable. It is important for speakers to be knowledgeable about 

speech acts in order for the listeners to understand the conveyed message and to make 

sure that they are appropriate depending on the language used (Searle, 1969). Some 

people believe that the way people apologize truly reflects the intentions of the person 

apologizing (Golliher, 2011). Others think that it is a way to bring people together by 

understanding how they perceive things (Lazare, 2004, 2012). Also, some people say 

that the speech acts of apology are relative to generations and civilizations (Weyeneth, 

2001). This brings us back to the matter of appropriateness of the speech act.  

This study attempts to establish a pattern for expressing apology, by highlighting 

the commonly used expressions by Lebanese adults. It also investigates age and gender 

similarities and differences in the use of apology by participants in the context of 

Lebanese restaurants.  

1.1 Significance of the study 

This study is significant in what it adds to the previous studies conducted on 

speech acts of apologies. First, it is conducted in the context of restaurants which is 

rarely considered for such studies. Usually, these studies are conducted in the context of 

schools, universities and work place (see for instance Saleem & Azam, 2014). Thus, it 

focuses on a new context which will help us compare the results later on to what was 

previously examined in other environments. Second, previous studies focus more on the 

gender similarities and differences, while this study also focuses on the age factor. 

Third, a review of the literature reveals a lack of research about the topic and the 
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context under study. This study tries to fill this gap in research and provide in-depth 

knowledge about speech acts of apologies in Lebanese restaurants.   

1.2 Purpose of the study 
 

The aim of this study is to explore how Lebanese adults apologize.  More 

specifically, it aims at finding out how they apologize, whether there are common 

expressions and strategies of apologies in a specific place: the restaurant. It also 

investigates the similarities and differences in the realization patterns of speech acts of 

apologies, relative to the Lebanese society. The study attempts to uncover the effects of 

factors such as gender and age on the expression of apology. Effective communication 

greatly relies on the speaker’s understanding of the language and the culture. 

Participants come from different social backgrounds and share different experiences; 

thus, this paper tries to establish a pattern for the use of apology. According to 

Farashaiyan and Amirkhiz (2011), there are three categories to study the speech act of 

apology: cross-cultural, single language and interlanguage pragmatic approach. This 

study encompasses a descriptive analysis of the three categories.   

1.3 Research context 
 

Apologies play an important role in our lives. They are usually performed in 

situations where someone did wrong to someone else. As it is important to understand 

the pragmatic aspect of the language, it is also interesting to examine how people 

apologize in different societies, and whether any similarities and differences exist. This 

study complements a handful of other research studies conducted on how adults in 

general apologize in different situations.  
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Most Lebanese outings are restricted to restaurants and cafes. Therefore, the 

study focuses on the context of Lebanese restaurants within the Beirut area. It also 

sheds light on the circumstances that would trigger an apology from the waiter, the 

manager and/or the customer. I am interested in finding out whether there are factors 

that affect apology (age, gender, geographic location…).  

 
1.4 Research questions 

 

The study attempts to answer the following research questions: 

-‐‑ What are the commonly used expressions of apology in restaurants? 

-‐‑ Are there any age/gender similarities and differences in the use of apology by 

participants? 

1.5 Definitions of terms 
 
 This section offers constitutive and operational definitions of two main recurring 

terms in the study: speech acts and apology. It was brought to my attention that the term 

“speech act” is not found in the dictionary and therefore cannot be defined 

constitutively. However, according to Searle (1969), “a speech act is the basic unit of 

language used to express meaning, an utterance that expresses an intention” (p.18). 

Another operational definition is Austin’s (1962) who believes that speech acts are 

constituted of three parts: what we say, what we mean and what we accomplish by 

saying the words. As for the term “apology”, it is defined by Merriam-Webster 

Dictionary as “an expression of regret for having done or said something wrong”. 

According to Blum-Kulka, House and Kasper (1989), an apology is “the 
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acknowledgment by the speaker that a violation has been committed and an admission 

that he or she is at least partially involved in it cause” (p.12).  

 
1.6 Division of thesis 
 
 This thesis is divided into six chapters.  Chapter one introduces the general idea 

of the study, the significance and purpose of the study, the research context and 

questions, as well as the definition of key terms. Chapter two is mainly a review of the 

literature on speech acts of apology. Chapter three explains the methodology which 

includes the methods, the instruments, the data collection procedure and the data 

analysis. Information about the participants and the ethical considerations are also 

mentioned. Chapter four reports the findings of the study. Chapter five discusses and 

analyzes the results. The last chapter, chapter six, concludes the study with an 

explanation of the limitations of the study and some recommendations for future 

research.  

 As mentioned in this chapter, the study focuses on the speech acts of apology in 

Lebanese restaurants. It is new of its kind as it investigates a context that is rarely 

considered for such studies. It also aims to highlight age and gender differences and 

similarities in apology. The next chapter is a review of the literature on the topic.  
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Chapter Two 

Literature review 
 
 The literature covers many areas within the field of speech acts. This chapter 

discusses the different theories of apology, in addition to the components and strategies 

of apology. It also examines the effect of contextual factors such as age and gender on 

apology, and offers an overview of a new model of communication.  

 
2.1 Theories of apology 

 

The speech act theory was first developed by John L. Austin. He believes that 

language is not only used to ‘say’ things. It is used to ‘do’ things (Austin, 1962). When 

performing an utterance, an action is done. With the absence of words, the action cannot 

be done. Austin (1962) claims that speakers do not simply produce sentences that are 

true or false but rather perform speech actions such as requests, assertions, suggestions, 

warnings, etc. He identifies three elements of speech acts: illocution which is what the 

speaker means to convey, locution which represents the actual words of the message 

and perlocution which is the hearer’s reaction to the message. He also states that in 

order for the utterance to be correctly performed, it should not only make sense and be 

grammatically correct, it should be felicitous (Austin, 1962).  
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promise of non-recurrence. The expression of apology consists of one or three 

following elements: verb, intensifier and interjection. The acknowledgment of 

responsibility is when the offender recognizes his/her fault. The speaker offers an 

explanation or an account to describe the situation that caused him/her to commit the 

offense. When making an offer of repair, the apologizer offers to make any sort of 

payment to make up for his/her actions.  As a commitment not to repeat the offense, the 

apologizer makes a promise of non-recurrence. Sugimoto (1997) states that choice of 

apology strategy is related to several factors: the type of offense committed, the 

relationship between the offender and the victim and the victim’s reaction to the 

offense.  

An apology according to Holmes (1995) is a speech act that is intended to remedy 

the offense for which the apologizer takes responsibility. As a result, it rebalances social 

relations between speakers. Previous studies investigate speech acts of apology.  

Bergman and Kasper (1993) viewed apology as the restoration of social agreement after 

an offense is committed. Holmes (1989) focuses on the effect of genders on apologies. 

To understand speech acts, we must see them in context. They are also called 

institutional acts which are part of a bigger family called performances (Cameron, 

1970). Fraser (1981) identifies five factors that determine the apology strategy.  

a- Nature of infraction: 

It deals with the social damage done by the offender, for example, breaking 

someone’s belonging, insulting someone or stealing.  
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b- Severity of infraction: 

It deals with the seriousness of the damage. The complexity of the apology 

strategies is relevant to the seriousness of the damage. In other words, the more 

serious the offence is, the more complex the apology strategies are. For 

example, if you lose your mother’s bracelet, you may apologize to her by saying 

“Mom, I’m sorry.” But, if you lose your mother’s bracelet that once belonged to 

her mother and has a great emotional significance, you’ll probably use a more 

complex apology strategy: “Mom, I am really sorry. I promise I’ll do my best to 

find it. I’ll do anything to make it up to you.” 

c- Situation in which the infraction occurs 

It is an issue of formality. Situations are divided into categories: formal and 

informal (intimate). The choice of apology strategy also depends on the 

formality of the situation. For example, if you’re apologizing to your instructor, 

you will probably use the expression “excuse me.” If you are apologizing to 

your friend, you’ll go with “I’m sorry.”  

d- Relative familiarity between the interactants 

It refers to the relationship between the offender and the offended. It is possible 

to use different apology strategies for the same offense committed depending on 

the relationship between the interactants. When stepping on a stranger’s foot, 

you’ll use utterances such as “Excuse me” and “forgive me”. When stepping on 

your friend’s foot, you’ll probably laugh or use utterances such as “Sorry.”  
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e- Sex of the ineractants 

It refers to choosing an apology strategy based on the sexes of the interactants. 

For this specific factor, culture plays an important role. In some cultures, gender 

does affect the apology strategy used, as females and males may apologize 

differently.  

Grainger and Harris (2007) argue that the speech act of apology has a great social 

and psychological impact. It is usually used when someone does something wrong and 

wants to make it right. Whether or not the speaker is sorry for what he/she did, they 

should at least sound sincere for the hearer to believe them. In that case, the issue of 

sincerity is raised.  

Mastering a language might give the assumption that the speaker also masters the 

different types of speech acts. However, researchers argue that even advanced speakers 

may lack the tools of the correct usage of speech acts. For this purpose, Cohen, Olshtain 

and Rosenstein (1986) conducted an empirical study to investigate the differences in the 

apology behavior of native and nonnative speakers of a language. The study reveals that 

there are no significant differences in the use of apology strategies. Nonnatives only 

“lacked sensitivity to certain distinctions that natives make between forms of expressing 

apology such as “excuse me” and “sorry” and between intensifiers such as “very” and 

“really” (Cohen et al., 1986).  
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2.3 Speech acts of apologies in relation to cultural norms 

A substantial corpus of research studies suggests that reconstructing relationships 

after trust violation requires the performance of apology. Culture is identified as one of 

the most important factors that impact apology. In order to figure out what type of 

apology strategies to use, speakers must understand the different types of culture. 

Harrison (1987) identifies four types of culture: (1) the role-type culture which follows 

the system of a bureaucracy where all decisions are made by officials, (2) the power-

type culture which is based on a central source of power and control is exercised by the 

center (individual or individuals), (3) the task-type culture which has a purpose/a goal 

and values teamwork and cooperation for the purpose of achieving that goal, and (4) the 

person-type culture which doesn’t aim to produce services for people, it values the 

people within this culture. Another classification of cultures may be the one of Cameron 

and Quinn (2006). Their identification of types of cultures include the following: 

market culture, hierarchical, adhocracy and clan (Boak, 2007). The market culture is 

concerned with the external market. It is goal oriented and competitive. The hierarchical 

is bureaucratic. It is based on a hierarchy. The adhocracy is pioneering and innovative. 

The clan adopts shared values.  

Interlanguage pragmatics is the study of pragmatics within a second language 

(Farashaiyan & Amirkhiz, 2011). Second and foreign language learners have difficulty 

interacting with native speakers. Speech acts are often related to cultural values that are 

not familiar to foreigners. Some vocabulary items and expressions, in isolation, carry 

different meaning than when put in context. Al-Sobh (2013) conducted a study to 

analyze apology as a politeness strategy expressed by Jordanian university students. 
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One of the most important findings of the study is that the participants feel that the word 

“sorry” should not only be used in serious situations. Also, the word “sorry” is not 

enough for apology. Participants feel they should also provide explanations. In addition, 

teachers should teach apology expressions and strategies at school. 

 One of the most influential studies in the field of sociolinguistics, particularly 

related to speech acts, is the work of Blum-Kulka and Oshtain (1984): Requests and 

Apologies: A Cross-Cultural Study of Speech Act Realization Patterns (CCSARP).  

The CCSARP is initiated to focus on two speech acts (requests and apologies) in eight 

languages or varieties. Blum-Kulka and Oshtain were responsible for analyzing speech 

acts in Hebrew. The main purpose of this study is to investigate the speech acts of 

apologies and requests of native and non-native speakers of Hebrew. The factors that 

are found to influence speech acts of apologies and requests are the following: the 

degree of violation or the seriousness of the offence, cultural and personal elements, 

physical setting, distance, power and age.  

 The CCSARP identifies five strategies that people use to apologize. Scher and 

Darley (1997) attempted to study the effects of four of these strategies on the hearer’s 

judgments. The four strategies are the following: illocutionary force indicating device, 

expression of responsibility, promise of forbearance, and offer of repair. For the 

purpose of the study, participants were asked to respond to eight possible apologies of a 

character who didn’t fulfill a promise made to a friend. The examples of apology were a 

combination of the four strategies examined. Analyses of the results revealed great 

importance of each apology strategy, whether used alone or combined with other 
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strategies. Subjects are more likely to blame the speaker when he/she does not 

apologize to the hearer. 

Apologies are made under different circumstances, whether privately in everyday 

conversation or in public, which is the case of politicians and celebrities.  Murphy 

(2015) attempts to study the apologies made by the members of the UK Parliament. His 

aim was to investigate the conditions that affect the type of apology used. According to 

Holmes (1989), speakers use 295 apology strategies in 183 apologies. Murphy’s 

analysis of 56 apologies performed in the House of Commons (elected house of the UK 

Parliament) reveal that members of the UK parliament use twice the number of apology 

strategies as regular speakers for the same number of apologies. This might be due to 

the fact that in everyday conversations, speakers receive instant feedback, as for the 

parliamentary apologies, they are often made in silence and the hearers don’t get to 

respond immediately. Thus, parliament members feel the urge to make their apology as 

sincere as possible, which requires the use of many apology strategies.  

Verbal politeness is based on different kinds of expressions such as expressions of 

apology and expressions of gratitude (Brown & Levinson, 1987). The knowledge of the 

cultural norms of a society affects the kinds of expressions the speaker uses. For 

example, writing “thanks in advance” is common in letters/notes/e-mails in North 

America, but it is considered impolite and demanding in Japan (Ohashi, 2003). In 2012, 

Lee, Park and Imai claim that for North Americans, “publicly admitting individual 

faults through apologies is not acceptable” (p. 6). They have a positive image of 

themselves (Heine & Lehman, 1999). Japanese people have no problem admitting their 
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faults because they believe in self-improvement and self-criticism (Lee, Park & Imai, 

2012). They prefer to use speech acts of apology, whereas Americans tend to use speech 

acts of gratitude (Kumatoridani, 1999). A second example of research studies 

examining the case of Japan and the U.S. is the work of Maddux, Kim, Okumura and 

Brett (2011). They build their study on evidence proving the effect of culture on the 

expression of apology. Results show that Americans are more likely to take the blame 

for trust violation individually, while Japanese are more likely to attribute the violation 

to collective causation.  

“Ana aasif” is a commonly used apologetic expression for Arabic speakers. Assiri 

(2012) expresses interest in highlighting the apology strategies and expressions used by 

Arabic speakers. Further study is conducted to reveal gender similarities and differences 

in expressing apology. Participants are asked to respond apologetically to written 

discourse completion tasks. Five strategies are extensively used among Arabic speakers: 

llocutionary force indicating device (IFID) ), intensification, accounts, reparation and 

positive assessment of responsibility (Assiri, 2012).  

The theory of speech act helps people in different fields to move on from only 

considering the grammatical aspect of the language to considering language as a social 

practice (Pratt, 1986). Communication is often influenced by the speaker’s socio-

cultural background. It is only through effective communication that a speaker can 

reflect his/her ideologies and make it subject to acceptance or critique. British and 

American culture use a similar linguistic code, with the exception of few pronunciation, 
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lexicon and syntax differences (Creese, 1991). However, we cannot assume that just 

because they share a similar language, they don’t have cultural differences.  

Due to the lack of sufficient data concerning the comparison of the speech acts of 

apologies among Iranians and Malays, Farashaiyan and Amirkhiz (2011) analyze the 

apology strategies used by Iranian EFL and Malaysian EFL university students. The 

analysis of data collected through a discourse completion task reveals the following:  

-‐‑ Iranians and Malaysians use similar apology strategies in similar situations. 

-‐‑ There are significant differences in the frequency of occurrence of apology 

strategies. For example, “the offer of apology” is the second most used apology 

strategy among Iranians, while “the offer of repair” ranked second among 

Malaysians.  

2.4 Contextual factors: age, gender and social status 
 

Several studies investigating the language of apology suggest that there are 

contextual factors that affect apologetic responses such as age, gender and status. For 

example, Majeed and Janjua (2014) focus on the apology strategies and gender in Urdu 

language. The aim of the study is to find out how different genders express apologies in 

different situations. The main findings are related to, first, the influence of social factors 

on the use of apology expressions. Both genders take age, dominance and distance into 

consideration. Also, the study proves that English language is more dominant than Urdu 

since some participants apologized in English by using expressions such as 

“Sir/Madam/I’m sorry”.  
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Walfisch, Van Dijk and Kark (2013) examine the impact of status and gender on the 

effectiveness of an apology in the workplace. For the purpose of the study, a 

questionnaire was administered to 780 undergraduate students. The questionnaire 

included several scenarios related to the apology effectiveness, the apology description, 

status and gender of the offender, offender’s characteristics and level of expectancy of 

apology. Findings of the study reveal that the effectiveness of the apology is more 

influenced by the professional status of the person apologizing than his/her age. The 

study also correlates the level of expectancy of apology to its effectiveness: the less the 

apology is expected, the more effective it is. Finally, it shows that the status of the 

person making the apology does affect the effectiveness of the apology. The higher the 

status, the more effective the apology is.  

Abu Humei (2013) compares the apology strategies of Iraqi EFL learners to 

American native speakers, in terms of gender and status. 20 participants (ten males and 

ten females) are given a discourse completion task. Their age ranges from 18 to 63. 

Data analysis reveals that Iraqi students use similar expressions that lack sincerity. This 

can be due to the fact that they are not native speakers, and therefore are not familiar 

with the different aspects of the language. Their answers also lack pragmatic 

competence: they commit many grammatical, punctuation and spelling mistakes. Also, 

Iraqi EFL learners tend to use many apology strategies with people of higher status; 

whereas, American native speakers use the highest number of apology strategies with 

people of lower status. As for the gender differences, females apologize in short 

answers, while males use long ones.  
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To examine gender differences in language use in general, Newman, Groom, 

Handelman and Pennebaker (2008) analyze 14000 text samples. The study has two 

aims: to examine gender differences in the use of language and to investigate whether 

the gender differences are affected by the context in which the samples are produced.  

Several dimensions are included in the study: linguistic dimensions, prepositions, 

psychological processes, cognitive processes and social processes. The analysis of the 

text corpuses reveals small but significant differences in the use of language between 

males and females. In fact, males appear to use language to talk about external events 

and objects. Their main topics of discussion are related to work, money and sports. 

Also, they tend to use technical words such as numbers. On the other hand, women are 

more likely to talk about internal processes such as thoughts and emotions. They also 

use language to talk about other people and what they are doing.  

Bataineh and Bataineh (2005) examine the effect of gender on American university 

students’ apology strategies. The study is based on the theoretical framework of 

Sugimoto (1997). It reveals that males and females use the same primary strategies. 

Females tend to use them more frequently than their male counterparts. Males are more 

likely to use non-apology strategies such as blaming the victim.  

There is little evidence to support the widespread stereotype that women apologize 

more than men (Schumann & Ross, 2010). How did the stereotype come to develop?  
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Crosley (2015) states: 

“For so many women, myself included, apologies are inexorably linked with our 

conception of politeness. Somehow, as we grew into adults, “sorry” became an 

entry point to basic affirmative sentences.” (p.1) 

This may be due to the fact that women hate to sound rude or disrespectful. So, they 

tend to use expressions such as “sorry” and “excuse me” as an attempt to be politer. In 

other words, women may have not even committed anything wrong to apologize for, 

“sorry” is often used as a politeness strategy. In addition, males and females differ in 

the perception of severity of their offenses. A study by Schumann and Ross (2010) finds 

that men apologize less than women because they have a lower threshold for offensive 

behaviors. Participants are asked to keep diaries of all offenses committed and whether 

an apology is given. Analysis of diaries show that women offer more apologies and 

have a higher number of offenses committed. Therefore, the perception of offense is 

different for women and men.  

 Linguist Deborah Tannen (2001) supports the claim that women apologize more 

than men but blames it on society. In fact, she believes that the societal view of 

apologies as a sign of weakness prevents men from using them. Men are afraid of being 

taken advantage of. Tannen (2001) argues that she doesn’t support the stereotype that 

views women as lacking self-confidence just because they tend to apologize frequently. 

She also adds that women don’t, in fact, apologize a lot, but rather say “I’m sorry” 

which is not always intended as an apology. The word “sorry” is also used by women as 

a sign of compassion and understanding what the other person is going through.  
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2.5 Different model of communication 

Despite the now extensive literature concerned with a rational pattern for apologies, 

there is surprisingly little evidence concerning other models of communication. In fact, 

most studies give a rational model of speech acts; that it, that speech acts mainly serve 

the function of restoring a certain social order or have a clear and rational purpose. 

However, that is not always the case. We can understand speech acts through other 

models such as psychoanalytic.  

One study shed some light on this issue. Klein (2002) theorizes that when people 

commit trust violation, there is a “real” injury. Normally, individuals tend to make 

reparations (attempt to make things right), which is referred to as Kleinian reparation. 

Her theory is explained through the following example. Suppose you say something that 

really hurts someone else and you could tell from their expressions that what you said is 

wrong.   

Situation A: “I apologize for what I have said. I didn’t mean to hurt you in any way. 

Come on! I apologized, let go.” 

Situation B:  I (speaker 2) ask you (speaker 1) what went wrong. I try to understand 

what is it that I said that made you sad, even if I’m not personally convinced that what I 

said could’ve caused this much pain. If this doesn’t work, I go on by making sure you 

know that I’ll make it up for you. 

Analysis: By comparing situation A and situation B, the latter tends to feel better. First, 

you are considered equal to the person who committed the injury. No one is better than 
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the other. Second, speaker 2 takes your injury seriously. It is not considered childish or 

meaningless. Third, speaker 2 really tries to repair the situation. He/she makes great 

effort for you to feel better.    

 Since situation B feels so much better, why doesn’t everyone do it? What is it 

that makes people choose situation A over B and vice-versa? According to Kohut 

(2013), some people have more respect than others. When you have a lot of respect 

within you, you wouldn’t mind sharing it with others, especially when you’ve done 

something wrong. However, when you are short on respect, you wouldn’t be willing to 

use it to make someone else feel better, even if you are the one who caused the injury.   

 Many theorists, such as Austin and Searle, have examined the speech acts of 

apology. They identified variable components and strategies for apology. They also 

highlighted the effect of factors such as age, gender and social status on the apology. 

The following chapter will discuss the methods and instruments used to conduct this 

study.  
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Chapter Three 

Methodology 
 

 The study examines speech acts of apology in Lebanese restaurants. Its aim is to 

highlight the main expressions of apology and apology strategies used by Lebanese 

adults. It is exploratory in nature. It follows a mixed methods approach (Creswell & 

Plano Clark, 2011). In fact, variation in data collection results in better validity and 

credibility. For the purpose of the study, the use of qualitative methods is for the sake of 

understanding and interpreting social interactions in the context of apology (Johnson & 

Christensen, 2008). Quantitative methods are used to investigate statistical relationships 

between commonly used expressions of apology and contextual factors such as age and 

gender.  

3.1 Methods and data collection procedure 

 Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2000) define triangulation “as the use of two or 

more methods of data collection in the study of some aspect of human behavior” 

(p.141). To ensure validity and reliability of the study, three instruments are used to 

examine speech acts of apology from different perspectives: discourse completion task, 

interviews and questionnaires. Since inferences and conclusions are drawn from data 

collected, researchers must ensure that the instruments used are reliable and valid. 

According to Fraenkel, Wallen and Hyun (2012), validity has to do with “the 

appropriateness, correctness and usefulness of the inferences a researcher makes” 

(p.147). It is about ensuring that the instrument used meets its purpose. Reliability, on 

the other hand is the consistency of the answers generated by an instrument. For 
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example, let’s say we’re trying to test students’ reading comprehension ability, we 

would assume that students who score A the first time would probably get the same 

result the second time they take the test. If that’s established, then the instrument used is 

reliable. 

The instruments used in this study are the discourse completion task (DCT) 

distributed to customers at Lebanese restaurants (see appendix A), in-depth interviews 

with restaurant managers (see appendix B) and questionnaires (see appendix C) 

distributed to customers. All three instruments were written in English and explained to 

subjects who do not speak the language.  

The discourse completion task (DCT) is a data-gathering mechanism 

specifically designed to elicit responses to problematic, contextually specific prompts 

(Zuskin, 1993). It was initially developed by Shoshana Blum-Kulka to study speech acts 

between native and non-native Hebrew speakers (Cohen, 1996). It is particularly used in 

cross-cultural studies of speech acts (Huang, 2012).  

The DCT, implemented in this study, consists of ten situations to which 50 

subjects are expected to respond apologetically. Some situations are related to 

restaurants, while others are more of general situations that participants may encounter 

in daily life. I met the subjects through frequent visits to Lebanese restaurants within 

Beirut area. I asked each one of them to put themselves in different situations and 

explain how they would behave and, most importantly, what they would say. The 

subjects were required required to respond in writing. They were also free to use any of 

the following three languages: French, English and/or Arabic. 
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 Interviews are purposeful face-to-face meetings. They are particularly useful for 

getting the story behind a participant’s experiences (McNamara, 1999). According to 

Merriam (2014), there are three types of interviews: structured interviews, semi-

structured interviews and unstructured interviews. For the purpose of this study, the 

interviews were structured ones since the questions were set and were asked in a 

specific order. Ten in-depth interviews were conducted with restaurant managers who 

were chosen based on purposive sampling. I conducted the interviews with the 

managers who accepted my request. The questions revolved around situations that 

would require an apology from the waiter, the manager and/or the customer.  

 Questionnaires require respondents to answer a set of questions. The one used 

for this study consists of closed, open-ended, and contingency questions. To collect 

sufficient data, 100 questionnaires were distributed to randomly picked participants. 

One of the most important goals of such instrument is to learn about the ideas, the 

opinions and the characters of a certain population (Phellas, Bloch & Seale, 2011).  

3.2 Participants  
 

The subjects of the study were 160 Lebanese adults. Their ages range from 18 to 

70 years old. They are university students majoring in different fields, professionals and 

retirees.  

Table 1: Summary and purposes of instruments used 

Instruments used Participants Purpose 

Discourse completion task 50 Participants’ use of 

apology strategies and 
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expressions  

Questionnaires 100 Participants’ behavior in 

restaurants 

Interviews 10 Restaurant managers’ point 

of view regarding apology 

in restaurants 

 

3.3 Data analysis  
 
 Data collected through the DCTs, the interviews and the questionnaires were 

evaluated to look for two components:  

(a) Commonly used expressions 

(b) Apology strategies, in relation to age and gender 

 Participants’ responses were each analyzed independently. The model adopted 

for analyzing apology strategies is based on the coding manual of Cohen and Olshtain 

(1981). Below are definitions of its different components:  

(1) Expression of apology (APOL). Examples: “I am sorry”, “Excuse me”, “I 

apologize”. 

(2) Acknowledgment of responsibility (RESP): The offender recognizes his/her 

fault. Examples: “It’s my fault”, “You’re right”, I didn’t mean to”. 

(3) Explanation (EXPL): The speaker offers an explanation or an account to 

describe the situation that caused him/her to commit the offense. Examples: “I 

lost your number”, “The trip was delayed”. 
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(4) Offer of repair (REPR): The apologizer offers to make any sort of payment to 

make up for his/her actions. Examples: “I will make it up to you”, “I will get 

you another copy of the book”. 

(5) Promise of forbearance (FORB): A commitment not to repeat the offense. 

Example: “It will not happen again”. 

 The first analysis technique consists of determining the commonly used 

expressions of apology in each situation. The second analysis technique highlights the 

different apology strategies used based on Cohen and Olshtain’s model. Excel analysis 

calculates the frequency of the apology strategies used. Data is disaggregated according 

to the situation in which the apology strategy is used, age and gender of the participants. 

 
3.4 Ethical consideration 
 

 To ensure the credibility and the authenticity of this research, I have informed 

consent from participants. They voluntarily agree to participate in the research and are 

aware of its purpose and procedure. All personal information and the responses of the 

participants remain confidential to ensure the privacy of the data. The usage of 

secondary data is properly cited and referenced. I have also received the IRB approval 

to conduct this study.  

 To conduct this study, many elements were taken into consideration. The 

aforementioned explains what these elements are. The next chapter reports the findings 

of the study.  
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Chapter IV 

Results 
  

 Content analysis was used to analyze responses to the discourse completion task, 

questionnaires and interviews, while Excel was used to calculate the frequency of the 

use of apology strategies and expressions in the questionnaire.   

4.1 Discourse completion task 
 
The following section analyses data collected from 50 DCT samples.  
 
4.1.1 Situation 1 
 
 Situation 1 deals with customers who blame the waiter/waitress for forgetting 

their order, when in reality they haven’t ordered their drinks. The commonly used 

expressions of apology (Table 1) are the following: “sorry”, “sorry + intensifier”, “it’s 

my mistake”, “I apologize”, “sorry, my bad”, “sorry, it’s my fault” and “excuse me”. As 

for the apology strategies used (Table 2), 48% use APOL, 22% use APOL/RESP, 20% 

use APOL/EXPL, 6% use APOL/EXPL/RESP, and 4% use APOL/REPR.  

Table 2: Expressions used in situation 1 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

   

Expressions 
 

Frequency (%) 
(n=50) 

Sorry 40 
Sorry + intensifier 12 
It’s my mistake 6 
I apologize 18 
Sorry, my bad 6 
Sorry, it’s my fault 8 
Excuse me  12 
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4.1.2 Situation 2 
 
 Situation 2 is about washing and ruining the partner’s shirt. It is important to 

mention that three participants don’t consider this as an apologetic situation and 

therefore don’t apologize to their partner. Participants who apologize mostly use the 

following expressions of apology: “sorry”, “I love you, so sorry”, “sorry + intensifier”, 

“sorry, my fault”, “sorry + affectionate name”, “forgive me”, and “I apologize”. They 

adopt a variety of apology strategies: APOL, APOL/REPR, APOL/EXPL/REPR, 

APOL/RESP/REPR, APOL/EXPL, and APOL/REPR.  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Table 3: Apology strategies used in situation 1 

Apology strategy Frequency (%) 
(n=50) 

APOL 48 
APOL/RESP 22 
APOL/EXPL 20 
APOL/EXPL/RESP 6 
APOL/REPR 4 

Table 4: Expressions used in situation 2 

Expressions Frequency (%) 
(n=47) 

Sorry 49 
I love you, so sorry 2 
Sorry + intensifier 25 
Sorry, my fault 11 
Sorry + affectionate name 9 
Forgive me 2 
I apologize  2 
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4.1.3 Situation 3 
 
 Situation 3 is about the participant forgetting to bring his/her nephew a souvenir 

from a trip. Of the 50 participants, five don’t consider this as an apologetic situation and 

12 use apology strategies without expressing apology. Therefore, commonly used 

expressions of apology are not noted. As for the rest of the participants, they mostly use 

“I apologize”, “My bad”, “Sorry”, “Sorry + intensifier”, “Sorry + affectionate name”, 

“Please forgive me”, “It’s my fault” and “I forgot, sorry”.  They use the following 

apology strategies: REPR, APOL/REPR, EXPL/REPR, APOL/EXPL, RESP/REPR, 

and EXPL.  

Table 6: Expressions used in situation 3 

Expressions Frequency (%) 
(n=33) 

I apologize 6 
My bad 3 
Sorry 48 
Sorry + intensifier 18 
Sorry + affectionate name 12 
Please forgive me 4 
It’s my fault 3 
I forgot, sorry 6 

Table 5: Apology strategies used in situation 2 

Apology strategy Frequency (%)  
(n=47) 

APOL 17 
APOL/REPR 57 
APOL/EXPL/REPR 6 
APOL/REPR/RESP 4 
APOL/EXPL 16 
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Table 7: Apology strategies used in situation 3 

 
Apology strategies Frequency (%) 

(n=45) 
REPR 33 
APOL/REPR 49 
EXPL/REPR 2 
APOL/EXPL 7 
RESP/REPR 2 
EXPL 7 

 
4.1.4 Situation 4 
 
 In situation 4, participants have to explain what they would tell their university 

professor in case of absence. Of the 50 participants, 14 don’t express apology, but rather 

use other apology strategies and five don’t apologize at all. The commonly used 

expressions of apology are the following: “I apologize”, “Sorry”, “Sorry + intensifier”, 

and “Excuse me”. Participants mostly adopt apology strategies such as APOL, EXPL, 

APOL/EXPL, APOL/FORB, APOL/EXPL/FORB, APOL/REPR and 

APOL/EXPL/REPR.  

Table 8: Expressions used in situation 4 

Expressions Frequency (%) 
(n=31) 

I apologize 25 
Sorry 55 
Sorry + intensifier 10 
Excuse me 10 

 

Table 9: Apology strategies used in situation 4 

Apology strategies Frequency (%) 
(n=45) 

APOL/EXPL 34 
APOL/FORB 13 
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EXPL 31 
APOL/EXPL/FORB 7 
APOL/EXPL/REPR 4 
APOL/REPR 4 
APOL 7 

 

4.1.5 Situation 5 
 
 Situation 5 deals with lying to parents about the final grade in Math. Of the 50 

participants, eight don’t apologize. They either lie, make up an excuse or use humor to 

lessen the intensity of the situation. Also, 11 participants don’t express apology. They 

use other apology strategies. Participants tend to use the following expressions: “I 

apologize”, “I apologize + intensifier”, “Sorry”, “Sorry + intensifier”, “I feel bad”, and 

“Pardon me”. The mostly used apology strategies are there: APOL/EXPL, EXPL, 

APOL/EXPL/FORB, APOL/FORB, APOL, REPR, APOL/REPR/FORB, FORB, 

APOL/REPR, and APOL/RESP.  

Table 10: Expressions used in situation 5 

Expressions Frequency (%) 
(n=31) 

I apologize 23 
I apologize + intensifier 7 
Sorry 48 
Sorry + intensifier 10 
I feel bad 10 
Pardon me 2 
 

Table 11: Apology strategies used in situation 5 
Apology strategies Frequency (%) 

(n=42) 
APOL/EXPL 36 
EXPL 22 
APOL/EXPL/FORB 14 
APOL/FORB 7 
APOL 5 
REPR 2 
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APOL/REPR/FORB 2 
FORB 2 
APOL/REPR 5 
APOL/RESP 5 

 
4.1.6 Situation 6 
 
 In situation 6, participants are asked to describe how they would react to 

breaking one a statue at a friend’s house. Of the 50 participants, four don’t apologize. 

They mostly try to blame someone else. The rest of the participants use a variety of 

expressions: “I apologize, “I apologize, it’s my fault”, I apologize + intensifier”, 

“Sorry”, “Sorry + intensifier” and “Sorry, my fault”. They also adopt a wide range of 

apology strategies: APOL/RESP/EXPL, APOL/REPR, APOL/EXPL/REPR, 

APOL/RESP/EXPL, APOL/RESP, APOL/EXPL, and APOL/RESP/EXPL/REPR.   

Table 12: Expressions used in situation 6 

Expressions Frequency (%) 
(n=46) 

I apologize, it’s my fault 11 
I apologize 35 
I apologize + intensifier 4 
Sorry 17 
Sorry + intensifier 24 
Sorry, my fault 9 
 

Table 13: Apology strategies used in situation 6 

Apology strategies Frequency (%) 
(n=46) 

APOL/RESP/EXPL 9 
APOL/REPR 26 
APOL/EXPL/REPR 26 
APOL/RESP/EXPL 17 
APOL/RESP 7 
APOL/EXPL 13 
APOL/RESP/EXPL/REPR 2 
 



34

 
 

4.1.7 Situation 7 
 
 In situation 7, participants are asked to describe what they would tell their 

partner if they got caught talking to their ex. Of the 50 participants, 14 don’t apologize. 

They would either make up an excuse, lie or stay silent since they believe talking only 

makes such situations worse. Also, five participants don’t express apology, they rely on 

other apology strategies. They use the following expressions of apology: “Please 

forgive me”, “I apologize + intensifier”, “I apologize”, “Sorry”, “Sorry + intensifier”, 

“My bad”, “It’s not my fault”, “Sorry + affectionate name”. They rely on the following 

apology strategies: EXPL, APOL, APOL/EXPL and APOL/EXPL/FORB.  

Table 14: Expressions used in situation 7 

Expressions  Frequency (%) 
(n=31) 

Please forgive me 24 
I apologize + intensifier 3 
I apologize 6 
Sorry 6 
Sorry + intensifier 35 
My bad 6 
It’s not my fault 10 
Sorry + affectionate name 10 

 

Table 15: Apology strategies used in situation 7 

Apology strategies Frequency (%) 
(n=36) 

EXPL 14 
APOL/EXPL 53 
APOL/EXPL/FORB 25 
APOL 8 
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4.1.8 Situation 8 
 
 In situation 8, participants forget their mother’s birthday. Of the 50 respondents, 

only one skipped the question. The rest used the following expressions of apology: “I 

apologize”, “Sorry + intensifier”, “Forgive me”, “Sorry + affectionate name” and “I 

apologize + intensifier”. As for the apology strategies, the participants used 

APOL/EXPL, APOL/EXPL/REPR and APOL/EXPL/REPR/FORB.  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
Table 17: Apology strategies used in situation 8 

 
Apology strategies Frequency (%) 

(n=49) 
APOL/EXPL 18 
APOL/EXPL/REPR 41 
APOL/EXPL/REPR/FORB 41 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Table 16: Expressions used in situation 8 

Expressions Frequency 
(%) 
(n=49) 

I apologize 23 
Sorry + intensifier 43 
Forgive me 24 
Sorry + affectionate name 4 
I apologize + intensifier 6 
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4.1.9 Situation 9 
 
 In situation 9, participants are asked to explain how they would behave and what 

they would say if they accidentally bumped into a woman in the street and caused her to 

spill coffee all over herself. They use the following expressions: “I apologize + 

intensifier”, “Sorry”, “Sorry + intensifier” and “Excuse me”. As for the apology 

strategies, they adopt APOL/REPR and APOL/EXPL.  

Table 18: Expressions used in situation 9 

Expressions Frequency 
(%) 
(n=50) 

I apologize + intensifier 36 
Sorry 26 
Sorry + intensifier 26 
Excuse me 12 
 

Table 19: Apology strategies used in situation 9 

Apology strategies Frequency (%) 
(n=50) 

APOL/REPR 52 
APOL/EXPL 48 
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4.1.10 Situation 10 
 
 Situation 10 is about missing a very important meeting. The problem is that this 

is not the first time participants forget such a meeting. Participants are asked to explain 

how they would apologize. They mostly use the following expressions: “I apologize”, 

“Sorry, it’s my fault”, “Sorry”, “Sorry + intensifier”, “I apologize + intensifier”, 

“Forgive me”, “Sorry, don’t fire me”, “Forgive me, I messed up”, “Excuse me” and 

“Pardon me”. They adopt APOL/EXPL/FORB, APOL/EXPL/REPR/FORB, 

APOL/RESP/EXPL/FORB and APOL/EXPL as apology strategies.  

Table 20: Expressions used in situation 10 

Expressions Frequency 
(%) 
(n=50) 

I apologize 2 
Sorry, it’s my fault 2 
Sorry  18 
Sorry + intensifier 12 
I apologize + intensifier 8 
Forgive me 10 
Sorry, don’t fire me 8 
Forgive me, I messed up 10 
Excuse me 10 
Pardon me 20 
 

Table 21: Apology strategies used in situation 10 

Apology strategies Frequency (%) 
(n=50) 

APOL/EXPL/FORB 54 
APOL/EXPL/REPR/FORB 30 
APOL/RESP/EXPL/FORB 2 
APOL/EXPL 14 
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4.3 Interviews 
 
4.3.1 Summary of managers’ responses 
 
 The table below summarizes the responses of restaurant’s managers. To avoid 

repetitions, the responses were combined according to their frequency.  

Question 1: When do you apologize to customers? Give three examples of situations.  

Table 22: Responses to question 1 

-‐‑ The customers find a hair or any other “thing” that shouldn’t be in their plate. 

-‐‑ The order takes more time than expected to be served. 

-‐‑ The restaurant can’t welcome any more customers due to a long waiting list. 

-‐‑ The waiter/waitress/manager misbehaves with the customer.  

-‐‑ The manager makes a mistake with the reservation.  

Question 2: When do customers apologize to you? Give three examples of situations.  

Table 23: Responses to question 2 

-‐‑ The customer is in a bad mood and takes it out on the 

waiter/waitress/manager. 

-‐‑ The customer blames the waiter/waitress/manager for something 

they’re not responsible for such as a tree leaf falling in their plate.  

-‐‑ The customer blames the waiter/waitress/manager for the overpriced 

food. 

-‐‑ The customer blames the waiter/waitress/manager for the quality of 

the food. 

-‐‑ One manager insisted that customers never apologize.  
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Question 3: How do you make it up for customers? Do you give them a coupon for 

their next visit? Do you just apologize using apologetic expressions? Do you offer 

them a free meal/drink? Other options… 

Table 24: Responses to question 3 

       

Question 4: When apologizing to customers, do you take their age and gender into 

consideration? Why or why not? 

     Table 25: Responses to question 4 

-‐‑ All customers are treated equally. Some restaurants make exceptions when 

dealing with seniors.  

 

Question 5: What are the most commonly used apologetic expressions with 

customers? 

Table 26: Responses to question 5 

-‐‑ We apologize sir/madam.  

-‐‑ Is there anything we can do to make your experience a better one? 

-‐‑ We are sorry for the inconvenience. 

-‐‑ We will have a talk with the waiter/waitress. 

-‐‑ Most restaurants have pre-set conditions/rules for compensating the 

customer. The compensation depends on the situation. For example, if the 

quality of the food is so bad, the customer is invited over for a free meal. If 

the order takes more time than expected to be served, the manager offers the 

customer some starters. 
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-‐‑ Please excuse us.  

-‐‑ Please accept our sincere apology. 

-‐‑ We are here to serve you. 

-‐‑ We apologize for any inconvenience. 

       

Question 6: What are the most commonly used apologetic expressions by customers 

to restaurant managers?    

      Table 27: Responses to question 6 

-‐‑ I didn’t mean to yell. Excuse me. 

-‐‑ I am sorry. It is not your fault. 

-‐‑ I apologize. I shouldn’t have taken it out on you. 

-‐‑ I should have handled the situation differently. 

-‐‑ I take full responsibility of the situation. I will explain to the manager that 

you did not do anything wrong. 

 

Question 7: Would you like to add anything else? 

Table 28: Responses to question 8 

-‐‑ All managers had nothing else to add. 

       

 The responses to the DCT, the questionnaires and the interviews are reported 

above. The findings will be used to answer the research questions. The upcoming 

chapter hold the analysis of the results and offers potential reasons to explain them. 
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Chapter Five 

Discussion 
 
 
 This study aims to answer two research questions that were part of an 

exploratory study of the language of apology of Lebanese adults. The questions are 

about the commonly used expressions of apology and the age and gender similarities 

and differences in apology. In this chapter, I will compare the findings of the DCTs, 

questionnaires and interviews in an attempt to answer the research questions.   

 The data reveals that the use of apology expressions and apology strategies 

differ according to the situation. However, in a particular situation, most participants 

express their apology in the same manner. For example, in situation 1 of the DCT, most 

participants would apologize to the waiter/waitress, acknowledge their responsibility of 

the act and offer an explanation as a compensation to the waiter/waitress. They would 

also use the same expressions of apology (e.g. I am sorry, I apologize). One of the few 

differences revealed does not really have to do with the expression of apology but rather 

with the situation itself. In other words, while most participants considered the 

situations in the DCT as apologetic, others mentioned that they would not apologize 

because they don’t really feel the need to. They don’t believe that the situation requires 

an apology in the first place.  

 Analysis of the results also show that most Lebanese adults use their mother 

tongue Arabic when apologizing and the rest mostly use English and French. In fact, 

40% of females and 26 % of males use Arabic, 14 % of females and 10 % of males use 

English, 3% of females use French and 7% of males use other languages. Thus, 

Lebanese adults use a mixture of languages to express their thoughts. This shows that 
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French and English are not only foreign languages taught in schools, but they are also 

used by members of the community in everyday interactions. This is in agreement with 

the literature as many studies investigate multilingualism and multiculturalism in 

Lebanon (see for instance, Bacha & Bahous, 2011; Bahous, et al., 2011; Bahous, et al., 

2014).  

 To answer the first research question, “what are the commonly used expressions 

of apology in restaurants?”, data revealed that, in the context of restaurants, Lebanese 

adults use a variety of apology expressions. However, they mostly employ “sorry”, 

“sorry” + intensifier (e.g. Really sorry), “I apologize”, “I apologize + intensifier” (e.g. I 

truly apologize) and “sorry/I apologize + affectionate name (e.g. Sorry honey). This is 

due to the fact that these words/expressions don’t usually constitute the apology, but 

rather introduce it. The offender would probably offer an explanation after that. In 

second place comes expressions such as “It’s my fault”, “Please forgive me” and “I feel 

so bad”. The offender includes such expressions in his/her apology to reflect sincerity as 

a way to convince the offended of his/her good intentions. It is important to mention 

that expressions of apology are usually linked to the apology strategy used by the 

offender. For example, those who apologize by saying “I am sorry, it’s my fault” are not 

only expressing apology, but also acknowledging responsibility. This expression 

implies the use of the APOL/RESP strategy.  

 The first category of apology strategies mostly employed by Lebanese adults in 

restaurants is the expression of apology APOL using expressions such as “sorry”, “I 

apologize”, “pardon me” and “excuse me”. According to Al-Zumor (2011), APOL is a 

widely adopted form of apology in many languages. Its extensive use by Lebanese 
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adults can also be related to the fact that it is considered as the most “conventionalized 

and routinized” form of apology (Owen, 1983, p. 90). Furthermore, most participants 

used APOL many times in the same situation. Abu-Humei (2013) believes it’s the Arab 

interactants’ way of showing sincerity. Participants also used a combination of apology 

strategies. The mostly used combined versions of apology formulas are the following: 

APOL, APOL/EXPL, APOL/REPR and APOL/EXPL/REPR.   

 To answer the second research question “are there any age/gender similarities 

and differences in the use of apology by participants?” the results of this study are 

reported based on age and gender combined. In other words, the apology of females of 

the three target age groups are compared to the apology of males of the three target age 

groups. First, within each gender’s category, there are no significant differences 

between the age groups. One could also say that males of different ages apologize 

similarly and females of different ages also apologize similarly. For example, when 

asked about whether or not they would apologize to the waiter/waitress if they were 

rude to them, males of different age groups explained that they would apologize by 

saying “Excuse me, I’m just not feeling well”; whereas females of different age groups 

would offer a much elaborate apology by saying “I am sorry; I am a bit angry. I will try 

to control my temper”.  

 The difference in apology between males and females, illustrated in the above 

example, was shown in question 2 of the questionnaire. It is worth mentioning that this 

was the only difference noted in the way males and females apologize. In the rest of the 

questions, females and males chose the same answers. In line with previous studies 

investigating gender differences, these results show no significant gender differences in 



59

the use of apology while they do not support the results of certain studies suggesting 

that women apologize more than men and that men apologize less than women because 

they have a lower threshold for offensive behaviors (Sugimoto, 1997; Tannen, 2001; 

Schumann, 2011; Chamani, 2014; Crosley, 2015). Therefore, as Schumann (2011) puts 

it: “despite widespread acceptance of the stereotype that women apologize more than 

men do, there is little compelling evidence of a gender difference in apology behavior.” 

(p. 2). Both males and females use the same apology expressions and apology 

strategies: (1) Expression of apology (e.g. Excuse me), (2) Explanation (e.g. I don’t 

mean to be rude, I am just not feeling well) and (3) Offer of repair (e.g. Let me make it 

up to you). Thus, in the context of restaurants, Lebanese females and Lebanese males 

express their apologies in the same manner. This could be based on the fact that 

although Lebanese society still treats males and females differently, both genders have 

developed common traits. In fact, our parents raised us with strict set of rules on how to 

behave in public, especially in family outings and restaurants. Both males and females 

had to abide by the rules. We were asked to behave, eat and speak in a certain manner. 

Therefore, we, males and females, were subconsciously trained on how to behave with 

the staff at a restaurant. In addition, most of us go to restaurants to socialize and not 

only to eat, so our behavior is very much in the public eye. Hence, we all seek to leave a 

good impression. Females and males have the same target, and that is to build a good 

reputation especially when they visit the restaurant frequently.  

 To avoid unintentional bias by only focusing on customers, it was important to 

interview restaurant managers to find out what authentically happens in restaurants yet 
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from the staff’s perspective. However, the restaurant managers who participated in this 

study were all males. This was a pure coincidence and not at all intentional.  

 Managers made it clear that they follow the golden rule that “the customer is 

always right”. One manager even rephrased the rule: “The customer isn’t always right, 

but he/she has all the right to be wrong”. This policy, by itself, gives the customers 

more rights than restaurants’ staff. It is true that some customers are polite, respectful 

and appreciate the staff’s service; however, some are very rude and give harsh 

responses. Thus, this policy gives those customers, in particular, an unfair advantage. In 

addition, managers were also asked if, when apologizing, they take the customers’ 

gender and age into consideration. All managers made it clear that they treat all 

customers equally. However, some exceptions are made when dealing with elderly 

customers. The restaurant’s staff pays extra attention to those particular customers 

because they may be a bit more sensitive than others. This reflects social and cultural 

norms of the Lebanese society which gives more superiority to the elderly and forces 

the young to be more respectful, no matter who is right and who is wrong.  

 
 Most of the studies previously conducted to investigate speech acts of apology 

chose an educational setting, be it universities or schools. The results of these studies 

revealed major gender differences in apology. This study investigates apology in the 

context of Lebanese restaurants and the results reveal no gender differences. Having 

been raised in Lebanon, a country that still suffers from gender inequality, I had pre-

assumptions that males and females apologize differently. We have so many stereotypes 

that are embedded in our culture, one which assumes that women are inferior to men 

and therefore apologize more. I must say that upon doing a preliminary analysis of the 



61

results, the first idea that crossed my mind is that I must have done something wrong. It 

just can’t be that both genders apologize similarly; especially that most past studies 

have proved the opposite. I then put myself in a state of self-interrogation where I 

looked for differences between my study and past ones. The only dissimilarity between 

both types of studies is the context. This is a proof of the effect of context on apology. 

In fact, in educational settings, in case of dispute between students, or students and 

teachers, there’s always a third mediator authority whose role is to guide the various 

communication styles and resolve the conflict. In restaurants, on the other hand, “the 

customer is always right”, therefore, the customer is the authority. This ensures 

credibility and authenticity of all answers given by customers to the questionnaire and 

the discourse completion task. They were not forced to respond in a certain manner. I 

believe this is very important because if with the presence of authority genders act 

differently and with its absence they act similarly, then this greatly reflects the impact 

of external factors on gender stereotype. This shows that maybe genders are forced to 

act and behave in a certain manner due to factors such as authority, and maybe on a 

larger scale, culture.  

 With this, I conclude the analysis of the findings. The next chapter concludes the 

study and offers suggestions for future research. It also discusses several limitations. 
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Chapter Six 

Conclusion 
 
 This exploratory study revealed no major differences in the way Lebanese 

females and Lebanese males apologize in the context of restaurants. It is true that the 

apology differs according to the situation in which it is employed; however, in a 

particular situation, females and males apologize similarly. As for the restaurant 

managers, their apologies are the same for females and males. However, senior 

customers (males and females) are accorded a great deal of respect because of their age 

and wisdom. Therefore, they are always right, even when they’re wrong.  In addition, 

Lebanese adults use a variety of apology expressions and strategies. This study is new 

of its kind, as it is the first study to examine the apology of Lebanese adults in 

restaurants.  

6.1 Limitations 
  
 Although this research reached its aims, it still has several limitations. First, the 

methods used mostly prompt the participants’ views and beliefs but not really their 

behaviors. It was difficult to use observations for the purpose of the research which 

could’ve added more credibility to the results. Merriam (2014) explains how 

observation can help collect data where and when the behavior is occurring. Also, it 

relies more on how people behave in a specific situation rather than asking them to 

explain their behavior. Second, some participants may not feel comfortable sharing 

private information or may not take the task seriously so they might not fill in the 

questionnaire or the discourse completion task honestly (Mangal & Mangal, 2013). 

They might also not feel well at the time they fill them in. Third, for the purpose of the 
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study, participants were chosen based on purposive sampling. To establish external 

validity and therefore ensure generalizability, random sampling would’ve created a 

much more representative image of the Lebanese population.  

6.2 Suggestions for further research  
 
 This is a preliminary exploratory study since there is not much research about 

the speech acts of apology in the context of Lebanese restaurants. Usually such studies 

are conducted in educational settings. Therefore, more studies with other target contexts 

should be part of future research. Furthermore, additional analytic studies should be 

undertaken to address the gap in the research literature. Despite the evidence provided 

by the aforementioned studies that support a rational model of apology, future work 

should focus on different models. Finally, for generalization-purposes, more studies 

would help determine the reasons and explain the occurrences of speech acts of 

apology.  

6.3 Reflexivity 
 
 This study marked the beginning of my journey as a researcher. Despite the 

extensive guidance of my advisor and committee, I still encountered many obstacles. 

They ranged from minor ones like entering data in Excel to major ones such as 

analyzing the data and looking for patterns. I do admit that I have a humble knowledge 

about research, but I did try to conduct a professional study that covers the different 

elements of research.  

 If I were to re-do the work again, I would probably also focus on the social 

status of the participants, in addition to their age and gender. I believe that it can also 

impact apology. In addition, I would also check if participants are forced to apologize in 
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a certain manner. For example, in restaurants, participants usually go out with friends, 

family members, colleagues etc., so do they try to imitate each other in the way they 

apologize? Do their relationships with each other makes them behave in a certain 

manner? Finally, I have to say that I was advised to repeat the study or re-check the 

results as it was surprising not have age and gender differences. However, I preferred to 

keep the results as they are. I would like to consider my study a motif to dig deeper and 

investigate the factors that actually impact apologies in restaurants.   
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Appendices 
 
 
Appendix A 
 

Discourse completion task 

1- You are at a restaurant. You think you have ordered your drinks, but you 

haven’t. You blame the waiter for forgetting your order. Do you apologize when 

you find out the waiter is not to be blamed? If so, what do you say? 

2- You washed your partner’s clothes and you ended up ruining his/her favorite t-

shirt. What do you tell him/her? 

3- You promised your nephew you’d get him a souvenir from your trip, but you 

forgot.  

You: 

4- You’ve missed your morning class at university. In the afternoon, you run into 

your professor. How do you explain yourself? 

5- You lied to your parents about the final grade you got in Math. Unfortunately, 

they find out about your lie. What do you tell them? 

6- You’re at your friends’ house. You accidentally break one of his mothers’ 

precious statues. How do you react? 

7- You lie to your boyfriend about communicating with your ex. How do you 

explain yourself when he finds out? 

8- You forgot your mother’s birthday and she’s very upset. How do you make it up 

to her? 
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9- You’re late for your doctor’s appointment. You’re running on the street. You 

accidentally bump into a lady, causing her to spill coffee all over herself. How 

do you apologize to her? 

10- You miss a very important meeting at the office with your boss. You call him to 

apologize. The problem is that this is not the first time you forget such a 

meeting. What do you tell him? 
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Appendix B 
 

In-depth interviews with restaurants managers. 

1- When do you apologize to customers? Give three examples of situations.  

2- When do customers apologize to you? Give three examples of situations.  

3- How do you make it up for customers? Do you give them a coupon for their next 

visit? Do you just apologize using apologetic expressions? Do you offer them a 

free meal/drink? Other options… 

4- When apologizing to customers, do you take their age and gender into 

consideration? Why or why not?  

5- What are the most commonly used apologetic expressions with customers?  

6- What are the most commonly used apologetic expressions by customers to 

restaurant managers?    

7- Would you like to add anything else … 
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Appendix C 
 
Questionnaire 
 
Age    Gender    

 
 
 

 
 

 
1- You find a hair in your plate. How do you expect the waiter/manager to react? 
☐ “We apologize, but it happens!” 
☐ “I will make sure to have a word with the kitchen staff. Please accept our free 
invitation for dinner.”  
☐ “We are sorry. We promise this will never happen again.” 
☐ Other - Please specify: 
 
2- You happen to be rude to the waiter/waitress. Do you apologize? How? 
☐ No.     
☐Yes. “Excuse me. I’m just not feeling well.”  
☐Yes. “I am sorry; I am a bit angry. I will try to control my temper.”  
☐ Other - Please specify: 
 
3- In restaurant related situations, what’s your main purpose for using the word 
“sorry”? 
☐ Apologize to the waiter/waitress/manager 
☐ Call the waiter/waitress/manager (Politeness strategy)  
☐ Other - Please specify: 
 
4- As a customer, you have a little dispute with another customer at a restaurant. 
The manager knows it’s not your fault so he/she apologizes even though he/she is not 
responsible for what happened. What do you expect him/her to say? 
☐ “I am sorry for what just happened. I asked him to leave. Please enjoy the rest of 
your evening.”  
☐ “I apologize on his behalf. Is there anything I can do to make it up to you?”  
☐ Other – Please specify: 
 

☐ 18-30 
☐ 31-59 
☐ 60-Above 

☐ Male 
☐ Female 
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5- You bring in your new born baby to the restaurant. She doesn’t stop crying. 
Other customers are annoyed. Do you apologize? If so, how? 
☐ No, I don’t apologize. 
☐ “I am sorry but she’s a baby, it’s normal that she cries.” 
☐ “I apologize. If she doesn’t stop crying in a bit, we will leave.” 
☐ Other - Please specify: 
 
6- You leave the restaurant and you forget to pay the check. You return and have a 
word with the waiter/waitress. 
☐ “Please accept my sincere apology.”  
☐ “I am so sorry. How stupid of me.” 
☐ Other - Please specify: 
 
7- What language do you use when apologizing to one of the restaurant’s staff? 

 
 
 
 

8- What words or expressions do you use the most for apology?  
☐ Sorry 
☐ Please don’t be mad at me 
☐ That’s my fault 
☐ Other – Please specify: 
 
 

☐ Arabic ☐ Other - Please specify 
☐ French  
☐ English  




