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A P P E N D I X

APOLOGY CHEAT SHEET

Things Not to Say When Apologizing at Work

When do you tune out of an apology and decide the other per-
son is insincere? Often, we reject an apology as soon as we hear 
words that blame, excuse, or deny. Do you want to use best prac-
tices for apologies that actually work? If so, omit these phrases. 
When I ( Jennifer) am sitting in my consultant chair and I hear 
these phrases being spoken to a colleague, I often stop the action 
and say, “You are heading in the WRONG direction. Proceed only 
if you intend to wreck this relationship with a non-apology.” 

• Haven’t you gotten over that yet?
• I am sorry that you were offended.
• I should be excused because I . . .
• You’re too sensitive. I was only joking.
• What’s the big deal?
• To the extent that you were offended, I apologize.
• Give me a break.
• You just need to get over it.
• There is nothing I can do about that now. I can’t take

away the past!

Things to Say When Apologizing at Work

What is the right way to apologize? There are two good meth-
ods: you could write down the apology and then read it to the 
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person, or you could just say it. Do not try to give a serious apol-
ogy via electronic media. Taking the time to speak directly with 
someone better conveys your sincerity.

Here is a useful phrase to help you jump back into an issue: 
“I’d like to circle back to (name the issue). I realize that I didn’t 
say (or do) things the right way. I apologize for that.” This method 
brings you back to the topic, and it shows your intent to be open 
and non-defensive.

Next, use some of these tried-and-true apology phrases. Use 
more than one of these if they really apply to your situation, if 
the offense has happened repeatedly, and/or if the damage was 
serious: 

• I did it, and I have no excuse.
• I’ve damaged your trust.
• I was careless, insensitive, thoughtless, or rude.
• I will do the work to fix my mistake going forward.
• You have every right to be upset.
• My mistake is part of a pattern that I need to change.
• I will rebuild your trust by . . .
• I’ve put you in a very difficult position.
• I realize that talk is cheap. I know that I need to show

you how I will change.

Visit 5lovelanguages.com to take the Making Things Right at 
Work Apology Assessment online.
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