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Abstract

The construct of apology has recently received more attention by researchers (Allan,
2007) and several factors that may influence apologetic responses have been identified.
The gender of an offender is one such factor. A review was undertaken to examine the
literature pertaining to the influence of the gender of an offender on apologies. As a
result of the review, several themes were identified. These included gender differences
and similarities in the frequency of apologies, the quantity and complexity of
components, and the actual content of those components. Furthermore, contextual
factors that may play a role in the influence of gender emerged as a theme, such as the
status of the recipient of the apology, the type and closeness of the relationship, and the
degree of face threat to the offender. Together with methodological considerations,
these contextual factors were seen to partially account for the mixed findings pertaining
to gender differences in the literature. Specifically, the methods employed in the
research so far have been limited to certain situations and to hypothetical responses
which may impact on the influence of gender on apologies. Recommendations were
made for future research to explore the influence of gender on apologies for more
severe offences in intimate relationships. Such information would perhaps be more

beneficial to clinicians.
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The Influence of the Gender of an Offender on Apologies: A Literature Review

The construct of apology is seen as an important area of research (Allan, 2007;
Lazare, 2004; Smith, 2008) due to the role that apologies may play in repairing
relationships (Bono, McCullough, & Root, 2008; Takaku, 2001) and enhancing
psychological (Zechmeister, Garcia, Romero, & Vas, 2004) and physical (Anderson,
Linden, & Habra, 2006) wellbeing after conflict (Eaton, Struthers, Shomrony, &
Santelli, 2007). However, apologies are complex (Lazare, 2004). Consequently, there
are many factors that may influence apologetic responses, and several have been
identified for future research. These include the need for a comprehensive theory of
apology to facilitate a more consistent approach to the empirical investigation of
apologies (Allan, Allan, Kaminer, & Stein, 2006); further investigation of contextual
factors such as offence (Gonzales, Pederson, Manning, & Wetter, 1990) and cultural
characteristics (Bataineh & Bataineh, 2008); and finally, further investigation of the
characteristics of the apologizer such as status (Tata, 1998, 2000) and gender (Lazare,
2004; Slocum, 2006; Smith, 2008).

In particular, gender is a widely recognized factor in understanding many
aspects of behaviour (Stewart & McDermott, 2004), and indeed the influence of gender
on apologies has received attention from researchers. However, because findings related
to the influence of gender on apologies, and also in related areas such as communication
have been mixed, the extent of influence is unknown. The purpose of this review is to
examine the literature pertaining to the influence of the gender of the offender on
apologies in an interpersonal context. The construct of apology is defined in broad
terms in this review, due to the fact that researchers have used varied definitions.
Therefore, apology will be defined using Slocum’s (2006) theory of apology, where an
apology is a form of restorative behaviour, and is seen in terms of the three core

components of affirmation, affect, and action.
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In order to extensively search the literature, broad search terms were included
such as ‘apology’, ‘gender’, ‘sex’, ‘account’, and ‘communication’ using the
psychological databases PsycARTICLES, PsycBOOKS, PsycINFO, Proquest, Social
Sciences Citation Index, SAGE journals, Academic OneFile and Wiley InterScience
Journals. The search revealed five major themes pertaining to the influence of an
offender’s gender on apologies. These themes will be examined in this review. It is
noted that the themes presented are not an exhaustive list, but rather are representative
of the most relevant areas that have received the most theoretical and empirical attention
in the literature. These themes include the influence of gender on three main facets of
apologetic responses: the frequency of apologies, the quantity and complexity of
apology components, and the content of apology components. In addition, contextual
factors that may play a role in the influence of gender emerged as a theme. Of these
contextual factors, cultural factors appeared to play a larger role and therefore are
discussed as a separate theme. Finally, methodological issues that may have impacted
on the examination of gender also emerged as an important factor. Examples of these

issues will be discussed following the aforementioned themes.

Frequency of Apology

Researchers and theorists in the psychological (Gonzales et al., 1990) and
sociolinguistic fields (e.g., Fraser, 1981; Holmes, 1989; Tannen, 1990) have been
interested in differences in the frequency of apologies offered by males and females.
Within the literature, theorists note that the common assumption appears to be that
females are more likely than males to offer an apology (Lazare, 2004; Smith, 2008).
The work of linguist Tannen (1990) provides an important example because her work is
often cited in theory and research pertaining to gender differences in communication

(Edwards & Hamilton, 2004). Specifically, Tannen proposed that females apologize
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more often than males, and based this argument on anecdotal evidence from personal
observation and linguistic analyses of a small sample. As a result of these qualitative
methods, the validity of this assertion is questioned by other empirical researchers
(Edwards & Hamilton, 2004; MacGeorge, Graves, Feng, & Gillihan, 2004).

An ethnographic study by linguist Holmes (1989) does provide additional
support for Tannen’s (1990) claims. This study was based on 183 naturally occurring
apologies in a sample of adults in New Zealand. Participants were observed in a variety
of settings after having committed various offences (e.g., inconveniencing a friend,
accidentally making contact with a stranger) and subsequently the author measured the
frequencies of apologies by males and females. Similar to Tannen, Holmes found that
compared to males, females were more likely to offer an apology, with females offering
75% of apologies.

Empirical research has also found similar gender differences in the frequency of
apologies. Much of this research has come from account theorists, who define accounts
as remedial verbal strategies that offenders employ after committing an offence
(Schonbach, 1980). In this approach, apologies are seen as concessions which
acknowledge responsibility for the offence and offence consequences, as opposed to
excuses, justifications, and refusals which do not accept responsibility (Itoi, Ohbuchi, &
Fukuno, 1996). In addition, apologies and excuses are seen as mitigating accounts, and
justifications and refusals are seen as aggravating accounts (Gonzales et al., 1990).

Several studies within the account literature (Gonzales et al., 1990; Hodgins &
Liebskind, 2003; Hodgins, Liebskind, & Schwartz, 1996) provide empirical support for
the assertions of Holmes (1989) and Tannen (1990). For example, Gonzales and
colleagues found that females were more likely than males to offer mitigating accounts
after being induced to believe that they were responsible for liquid spilling onto a

confederate’s bag and possessions. Furthermore, of those mitigating accounts, males
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were more likely to use excuses, whereas females were more likely to use apologies.
Females also offered more apologies relative to males in later studies by Hodgins and
colleagues.

In contrast, linguist Fraser (1981) found that males and females did not differ in
the frequency of apologies in a study based on personal observations. However, because
Fraser did not outline his method it is difficult to assess these findings. Blackman and
Stubbs (2001) do provide support with an empirical study. The authors found no gender
differences in the frequencies of apologies offered by participants after they were
induced to make contact with a male confederate causing him to spill his papers. In this
study, gender did not exert an influence on the participants’ responses to the incident,
with males and females equally likely to offer an apology, excuse, or no response.
Partial explanation for the differing results in the studies examining frequencies of
apology may rest with methodological issues, however for the purposes of clarity these

will be discussed as a whole at a later stage in the review.

The Quantity and Complexity of Components of an Apology

Apology theorists and researchers have also been concerned with gender
differences in the effort expended in apologizing. Effort has been measured by the
length and complexity of the components in apologies (Gonzales et al., 1990; Hodgins
et al., 2003), with components referring to the elements that comprise an apology
(Gonzales, Manning, & Haugen, 1992; Ohbuchi, Kameda, & Agarie, 1989; Schlenker &
Darby, 1981; Schmitt, Gollwitzer, Forster, & Montada, 2004). Examples of components
include those outlined by Slocum (2006) as affirmation (e.g., admitting responsibility),
affect (e.g., statements of emotions) and action components (e.g., offering

compensation).
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As Gonzales and colleagues (1992) explain, researchers can measure the length
of apologies by the quantity of components, and measure the complexity by the use of
different components in combination. Researchers argue that it takes more effort to use
longer apologies that are comprised of different components as opposed to the same
component repeatedly used. Therefore, the length and complexity of apologies are seen
as evidence for the degree of effort used to apologize (Gonzales et al., 1992; Tata, 1998,
2000). For example, repeatedly saying “I’m sorry” requires less effort than combining
different components such as “I’m sorry. [ admit what I did was wrong. I feel very bad
about it and would like to make it up to you.”

Gender has been identified as an influential factor on the amount of effort
exerted to apologize in several studies (Gonzales et al., 1992; Hodgins & Liebskind,
2003: Hodgins et al., 1996). For example, in a study that asked the 45 male and 45
female participants to provide written accounts after an imaginary offence, Gonzales
and colleagues found that females offered apologies with more components than males.
In addition, females also offered apologies that contained varied components, whereas
males were more likely to use one type of component. Consequently, the authors
suggested that females exerted more effort in apologizing. This study received support
in later studies by Hodgins and colleagues which used similar methods, where females
also offered longer, more complex apologies. However, Schlenker and Darby (1981)
found contrasting results in a study that also explored gender differences in terms of the
components of apologies. The 60 male and 60 female participants were asked to
imagine bumping into an individual in a crowded place and to indicate their response.
Males and females did not differ in the quantity of components, or the complexity of

those components.
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The Content of Components of Apology

The following discussion will focus on the content of components in apologies
using Slocum’s theory of apology as a guiding structure due to its similarity to the
conceptualizations of apology by other researchers (e.g., Eaton & Struthers, 2006;
Zechmeister et al., 2004) and theorists (e.g., Lazare, 2004; Smith, 2008). As mentioned
previously, in this model apologies consist of affirmation, affect, and action

components, and these components will be discussed separately.

Affirmation Component

Affirmation refers to the verbal admission and acknowledgement of
responsibility for the offence (Slocum, 2006) and has been theorized as a central aspect
of an apology (Lazare, 2004; Robbenolt, 2003). In relation to gender, Tannen (1990)
theorized that females include more verbal statements of admission and
acknowledgement which is in accordance with the cultural stereotype that males may be
less willing to admit fault. Empirical studies have found some support for this notion.
For instance, Gonzales and colleagues (1992) found that females offered more verbal
statements of responsibility for the offence than males when apologizing. Furthermore,
the authors manipulated the level of responsibility and found that females offered more
statements of admission or acknowledgement of fault as responsibility increased. In
contrast, males were less likely to include statements of admission or acknowledgement
as responsibility increased; rather, males employed more refusals, which deny personal
responsibility for the offence.

Similarly, in a study by Bataineh and Bataineh (2005), in which researchers
asked the 50 male and 50 female participants to imagine committing a minor offence
against a friend, females offered more statements of admission and acknowledgement in

comparison to males who offered more refusals. Although the results in this study did
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reach statistical significance, the differences were minor. This may suggest that gender
differences in verbal admission or acknowledgement do exist, but that gender does not
exert a strong influence over the use of this component.

The data from Holmes’ (1989) study supports the view that gender does not
exert a strong influence. Within the naturally occurring apologies, as discussed
previously, females were more likely to apologize; however, there were no gender
differences in the statements of admission or acknowledgement of responsibility.
Therefore, it appears that if gender does exert an influence on the nature of the
affirmation component, as in the Gonzales et al. (1992) study, it may be to a minor

degree.

Affect Component

The affective component of apologies refers to the verbal expression and
nonverbal demonstration of emotions such as regret, shame, remorse, sorrow, and guilt
(Konstam, Chernoff, & Deveney, 2001; Slocum, 2006). Theorists and researchers view
this component as an essential element of apologies (Anderson et al., 2006; Bennet &
Earwalker, 1994; Fitness, 2001; Hareli & Eiskovitz, 2006; Lazare, 2004; McCullough,
Worthington, & Rachel, 1997). Although there appears to be a lack of studies that
specifically address the influence of gender on this component, there is a large body of
research in the related area of communication and social interaction which is pertinent.
Therefore, this discussion will outline such research, as well as specific apology
research.

Verbal expression. The influence of gender on the verbal expression of affect
appears to be significant, with many researchers and theorists citing findings in this area
as robust (Birditt & Fingerman, 2003; Goldschmidt & Weller, 2000; Shibley-Hyde,

2006; Sprecher & Sedikides, 1993). Specifically, females and males have been found to
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differ in their preferred communication style (Bachman & Guerrero, 2006; Dindia &
Allen, 1992) with females preferring an affective and elaborate style and males
preferring a more instrumental and direct style (Mulac, Bradac, & Gibbons, 2006). As
such, females are seen to express more emotion, and to express emotion in different
ways to males (Guerrero, Jones, & Boburka, 2006; Lerner, 2006). Importantly, gender
differences in affective expression have been found in a variety of relevant contexts to
apology, such as in conflict situations with a distressed friend (Michaud & Warner,
1997) and in offering social support to a distressed friend (Goldsmith & Dun, 1997).
Females have also been found to be more likely to mention specific emotions after
committing offences such as feelings of guilt (Williams & Bybee, 1994).

In relation to the influence of gender on affective expression in apologies,
females offered more affective statements in a study by Gonzales and colleagues
(1990). For example, females were more likely to verbalize affective statements, such as
“I feel bad” and “I’m so embarrassed” (p. 617). The difference between males and
females was substantial, with females being seven times more likely to offer affective
statements.

In a more recent study by Bataineh and Bataineh (2005), females were also more
likely to offer affective statements. Although males and females both included affective
statements in their apologies, gender influenced the number and variety of affective
statements. Specifically, females were more likely to emphasize affective statements
through the use of intensifiers such as ‘so’ and ‘very’ and to use a wider variety of such
statements. In contrast, males were less likely to use varying affective statements.

Nonverbal demonstration. Nonverbal cues in social interactions have been
identified as an integral aspect of communication in general (Manusov & Trees, 2002;
Trees & Manusov, 1998) and in relation to apologies specifically (Blackman & Stubbs,

2001; Gonzales et al., 1990; Kelley & Waldron, 2005; Ohbuchi & Sato, 1994; Slocum,
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2006). As Anderson et al. (2006) note, key emotions in apologies such as guilt, shame,

and sorrow, are often demonstrated rather than verbalized, through nonverbal cues such
as facial expression, body posture, crying, eye contact, and tone of voice.

In relation to the influence of gender on the use of nonverbal gestures, much
research in communication and social interaction has focused on differences between
males and females (Guerrero et al., 2006; Hall, 2006). As with verbal expression of
emotion, females have also been found to use more nonverbal cues in demonstrating
emotion, with gender theorists such as Shibley-Hyde (2005) citing this difference as
robust in a review of the literature on gender differences in communication.
Specifically, females have been found to be more sensitive to nonverbal cues (Hall,
20006), suggesting that females are more able to interpret and use cues effectively in
social interactions. In addition, females may also be more likely to employ affiliative
and affective nonverbal cues such as increased eye contact, crying, smiles, and gestures
which not only connote emotion but also active listening (Guerrero et al., 2006).

The affective and affiliative cues mentioned above may be of relevance to
apologetic situations, as females may not only be more likely to display more emotion,
but may also demonstrate that the offended individual is important through showing that
they are actively listening to the offended. Such a response from the apologizer has been
theorized as essential in reaffirming the importance of the offended to the apologizer
(Lazare, 2004; Slocum, 2006; Smith, 2008).

The research on apologies and nonverbal demonstration of affect is limited, and
as a result, there is also a lack of research on the influence of gender on this aspect of
apologies. This is possibly due to the difficulty in the measurement and definition of
nonverbal cues. The results of a study by Gonzales et al. (1990) that did measure
nonverbal gestures do not provide support for the gender differences found in the

communication and social interaction literature mentioned above. In this study the
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demonstration of remorse and embarrassment was defined by participants’ nonverbal
cues such as covering the face, pacing back and forth, looking at the floor, and smiling
at the researcher. Males and females did not differ in terms of the type or frequency of

these cues.

Action Component

The action component of an apology refers to the behavioural efforts of the
apologizer both at the time of the apology and following the apology. Although many
apology researchers and theorists refer to this component using different terms, it is
often seen as the validating aspect of the apology because it allows for verbal statements
to be reinforced through action (Lazare, 2004; Kim, Ferrin, Cooper, & Dirks, 2004;
Slocum, 2006; Zechmeister et al., 2004). Therefore, the action component represents an
important aspect of apology. Examples of this component include payment as
compensation for damages (Lazare, 2004), performing a thoughtful deed (Exline,
Deshea, & Holeman, 2007), and agreeing to aid in the removal of the harmful
consequences of the offence (Zechmeister et al., 2004) such as participating in
counselling after committing a serious offence against an intimate partner (Slocum,
2006).

In terms of the influence of gender on the action component, some theorists and
researchers argue that males are more likely to employ behavioural components due to
their instrumental orientation (Gonzales et al., 1992; Spence & Helmreich, 1978). Such
a view assumes that males prefer to perform an action to address a conflict situation
whereas females may prefer to use verbal strategies (Benetti-McQuoid & Bursik, 2005;
Mulac et al., 2006). For instance, males may focus on actions such as buying gifts for
partners after relationship problems, whereas females may prefer to focus on emotional

expression.
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Gender differences in this area are often deemed minor and unreliable by some
gender theorists (Burleson, Kunkel, Samter, & Werking, 1996) however, some studies
relating to apologies provide support for gender differences. Males have been found to
offer more help in studies focusing on helping behaviour (Eagly, 1987; Eagly &
Crowley, 1986) In addition, Blackman and Stubbs (2001) found that males were more
likely than females to help a confederate pick up his dropped papers after being induced
to make contact with him.

In contrast, Bataineh and Bataineh (2005) found that females were more likely
than males to include behavioural components when apologizing for imagined minor
offences against a friend. Furthermore, Gonzales et al. (1990) also found that females
were more likely to help clean up after spilling liquid into a confederate’s bag. In the
latter study, the status of the offender was also investigated. Interestingly, gender only
influenced the apologetic behaviour of lower status participants; there were no
differences between males and females in the high-status group. This finding highlights
the fact that contextual factors may play a role in the influence of gender and this will

be the focus of the next section.

Contextual Factors

Within psychology there is considerable debate over the examination of the
influence of gender on behaviours (Stewart & McDermott, 2004). In relation to apology
and associated areas, it has been argued by some researchers and theorists that gender
exerts little influence in apologizing (Fraser, 1981). Those with this view argue that
males and females are more similar than different (Goldsmith & Dun, 1997; Shibley-
Hyde, 2005). According to this point of view, the context is more influential than
gender in apologetic responses. However, researchers do not appear to dismiss the

notion that gender may be influential. Rather it is noted that examination should
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consider contextual factors that may mediate the influence of gender (Shibley-Hyde,
2006). Those who argue for a gender-in-context view (Bauer, Holmes, & Warren, 2006;
Deaux & Major, 1987; Feldman-Barrett, Robin, Pietromonaco, & Eysell, 1998;
Goldschmidt & Weller, 2000) assert that gender differences may exist, but are likely to
differ according to the situation (Aries, 2006), and can be attenuated or enhanced by
contextual factors (Shibley-Hyde, 2006). As such, differences in the situation in which
an apology occurs, may partially account for the varying findings in gender and apology
studies (Deaux & Major, 1987).

Because social interactions, including the offering of an apology, are complex
there are many contextual factors that may play a role (Gonzales et al., 1990). However,
the discussion of all contributing factors is beyond the scope of this review. Instead, the
contextual factors discussed here exemplify those highlighted by apology researchers
and theorists in the literature. These include the status of the recipient of the apology,

the degree of face threat to the offender, and the type and closeness of the relationship.

Status of the Recipient of the Apology

As mentioned in the previous section, the status of the recipient of the apology
may play a role in the influence of gender on apologizing (Gonzales et al., 1990), with
status referring to the social power of an individual (Aries, 2006). Given that females
have historically been regarded as lower in power than males (Tata, 1998), status and
gender are often seen as intertwined factors. Studies have shown that those of lower
status are more likely to apologize to higher status individuals, and furthermore, that
lower status individuals are more likely to offer longer apologies with more diverse
components (Gonzales et al., 1990; Hodgins et al., 1996).

It has been suggested that when males and females are of equal status to the

apology recipient, gender differences are attenuated (Aries, 2006; Tata, 1998). For
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instance, in the Gonzales et al. (1990) study mentioned previously, high status males
and females did not differ in terms of offering to help. In contrast, when males and
females were of lower status than the researcher, females were significantly more likely
to engage in helping behaviour as part of the apology. This may suggest that the
influence of gender is mediated by the status of the recipient of the apology, so that
gender is more influential when greater differences in the level of status exist. Evidence
from two apology studies based in the workplace support this (Tata, 1998, 2000). In
these studies, differences between male and female apologetic responses, such as
frequency and length of apologies, were less when participants held similar positions of

status.

Degree of Face Threat to the Offender

The degree of face threat for an offence has been seen as an important
contextual factor in the offering of an apology (Gonzales et al., 1992). Face refers to
one’s social identity or reputation (Hodgins et al., 1996), and researchers have
conceived of the level of face threat as related to the level of responsibility for an
offence (Hodgins et al., 2003). As such, the degree of face threat increases as the level
of responsibility increases.

The degree of face threat has been seen to interact with gender in a study by
Gonzales and colleagues (1992). Gender differences in apologizing were enhanced
when the level of responsibility increased. Specifically, males were more likely to save
their own face through denial of the offence as responsibility increased. Conversely,
females were more likely to protect the face of the offended individual through an
apology as responsibility increased. Importantly, females also increased the number of

components in their apologies as responsibility increased. Similar results were also
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reported by Hodgins and colleagues (1996) where females were more likely to

apologize as responsibility increase and males were more likely to deny the offence.

Type and Closeness of Relationship

Males and females have been theorized to behave and communicate differently
when in close relationships as compared to socially-distant encounters (Aries, 2006;
Bauer et al., 2006). As Ohbuchi and colleagues (2004) say, different norms exist in
close relationships, and it is possible that different gender norms also exist. As such, it
has been suggested that gender differences in apologizing are attenuated as relationships
increase in closeness. For instance, differences between males’ and females’ apologies
have been minor in close romantic relationships (Bauer et al., 2006; Exline et al., 2007)
and more substantial in socially-distant relationships. However, relationship type may
also impact on this factor, as males have been found to apologize less to close male
friends, as compared to close romantic partners (Holmes, 1989). Therefore, gender
differences may be more a function of the relationship type (i.e., friendship as compared
to romantic partner) as opposed to closeness.

Alternatively, as most romantic relationships have been studied as heterosexual
relationships, the gender of the recipient of the apology may be of more importance.
The gender of the interactant partner in a social exchange has been seen by researchers
interested in gender differences in communication as a powerful mediating factor
(Athenstaedt, Hass, & Schwab, 2004; Sprecher & Sedikides, 1993). It has been found
that females and males may behave and communicate differently depending upon the
gender of the other individual, with gender differences being higher in same-sex
interactions than in mixed-sex interactions (Aries, 2006; Dindia & Allen, 1992).

In relation to apologies, males have been found to apologize more to females

than to males (Holmes, 1989; Tata, 2000) and may be more likely to include
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components that are typically associated with females, such as affect, when apologizing
to females. Theorists such as Holmes and Bauer et al. (2006) posit that males may
behave and communicate in more similar ways to females when engaging with a
female. In contrast, when engaging with another male, males may be more likely to
conform to gender-typical styles of communication and behaviour such as using less

verbal communication, and using less affective components in speech (Sprecher &

Sedikides, 1993).

Cultural Factors

Cultural factors have been identified as an important factor that may play a role
in the influence of the gender on communication and social interaction (Di Mare &
Waldron, 2006), and more specifically in the area of apologies (Bataineh & Bataineh,
2008; Itoi et al., 1996; Tata, 2000). Although it is acknowledged that culture can be seen
as a contextual factor, due to the importance to the topic (Di Mare & Waldron, 2006)
cultural factors will be discussed as a separate section,

Culture has been defined in various ways; however a majority of the literature
pertaining to apology refers to cultural factors in terms of nationality (Di Mare &
Waldron, 2006). It has been suggested that apologies may have different meanings in
different nations (Meyerhoff, 1997). For instance conceptions of apology may differ for
collectivist cultures, such as Japan and Mexico, and individualist cultures such as the
United States of America (USA) and Australia (Itoi et al., 1996; Sugimoto, 1997;
Takaku, 2000). Therefore, apology findings, including those pertaining to in the

influence of gender, are likely to differ according to the cultural context.
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Influence of Culture on Gender

Theorists examining gender differences in communication and related areas
have identified cultural factors as important mediating factors on the influence of
gender (e.g. Aries, 2006; Di Mare & Waldron, 2006; Mortenson, 2002). Mortenson
argues that focusing predominantly on one culture simplifies the effect of gender and
may ignore the fact that gender roles can vary according to culture. For example, gender
roles in patriarchal societies such as Japan (Itoi et al., 1996) and Jordan (Bataineh &
Bataineh, 2008) may differ from gender roles in societies where gender differentiation

has decreased, such as the USA (Di Mare & Waldron, 2006).

Influence of Culture on Gender and Apology

As discussed above, cultural factors may play an important role in both
apologies and in the gender roles prescribed for males and females. Several studies
provide support for the notion that gender differences in apologizing may be mediated
by cultural factors. Itoi and colleagues (1996) found that gender differences in
frequency and type of apology were greater for Japanese participants than for American
participants. Specifically, females were significantly more likely than males to offer an
apology in the Japanese sample only. In contrast, there were no gender differences in
the American sample. Differences in denying an offence were found in the opposite
direction, with American males more likely to refuse any wrongdoing than American
females. Japanese males and females rated the likelihood of refusal similarly.

Similarly, gender differences in the frequency of apologies were also found
between American and Jordanian males and females (Bataineh & Bataineh, 2008).
However, this study also analyzed apology components and highlighted the fact that
gender differences in components may be mediated by cultural context. For example,

American and Jordanian males were less likely to include action and affect components
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than American and Jordanian females. Culture played an important role in this study
because gender differences were significantly greater in the Jordanian sample than in
the American sample. The authors theorized that the increased differences in the
Jordanian sample were due to differences in the cultural context, and the gender roles

prescribed for males and females in different cultures.

Methodological Considerations
In addition to the contextual factors discussed above, mixed results for the
influence of gender on apologizing may also be partially due to methodological issue.
This section will discuss these limitations and the impact that these may have had on

findings pertaining to the influence of gender.

Design

Hypothetical responses. Studies such as those by Hodgins et al. (1996), Hodgins
and Liebskind (2003) and Gonzales et al. (1992) found that females apologized more,
and furthermore, that females used more components in a more complex manner. Such
studies ask participants to read vignettes, assume the role of the offender, and then
account for their hypothetical actions. It is possible that this method is merely indicative
of what the participant believes they would or should do. As a result, responses are
possibly influenced by gender stereotypes (Lerner, 2006; Verhofstadt, Buyess, & Ickes,
2007) as participants may rely on typical schemas of behaviour, which may or may not
be representative of actual behaviour (Feldman-Barrett et al., 1998).

Laboratory experiments. Laboratory experiments are typically seen as
advantageous due to the ability to find causal relationships (Lerner, 2006) however,
studies conducted in the laboratory may influence findings related to gender. Because of

the ethical limitations associated with inducing offences against intimate others,
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experiments (e.g., Blackman and Stubbs 2001; Gonzales et al., 1990) are necessarily
limited. As a result, such studies typically measure offences against a stranger.
Furthermore offences such as spilling water (Gonzales et al., 1990) or making bodily
contact with another (Blackman & Stubbs, 2001) typically have minor consequences
and are low in responsibility. This is problematic for several reasons.

Firstly, laboratory experiments are only indicative of apologetic responses after
unintentional offences with minor consequences committed against a stranger.
Therefore, more severe offences against close others such as friends or romantic
partners are not accounted for by these methods. This is an important consideration
given that contextual factors such as closeness of relationship (Bauer et al., 2006) and
offence responsibility (Gonzales et al., 1992) have been found to impact on the
influence of gender on apologizing. As a result, the presence or absence of gender
differences in these studies is only informative for a very limited type of situation and
may obscure important gender differences and similarities.

Secondly, laboratory experiments, such as the study by Blackman and Stubbs
(2001), only allow for minimal contact between the individuals. As Lerner (2006)
asserts, it is possible that such encounters do not allow gender differences in
communication to be sufficiently explored. For example, gender differences in
relatively brief encounters may be small; however, gender differences may be
proportionate to the need for communication. Experiments that only examine brief
encounters may not adequately explore gender differences in longer apologies that

require more communication.

Samples
University student samples. Many of the studies examining the influence of

gender on apologizing have been based on samples composed of university students
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between the ages of 18-26 (e.g., Bataineh & Bataineh, 2005, 2008; Blackman & Stubbs,

2001; Gonzales et al., 1992; Gonzales et al., 1990; Hodgins & Liebskind, 2003:
Hodgins et al., 1996; Schlenker & Darby, 1981). It is not clear whether gender exerts a
similar influence across different ages, education levels, and socioeconomic status
(MacGeorge, Feng, Butler, Dane, & Passalacqua, 2005). For instance, it is possible that
gender roles change over time and may exert less influence as individuals grow older,
especially in long-term relationships (Deaux & Major, 1987). Conversely, it is possible
that gender roles become more ingrained as individuals grow older. Furthermore, it is
also possible that increased education may heighten awareness of gender stereotypes
and as a result may impact on the manner that individuals display gender typical
behaviour.

Anglo-American samples. As discussed previously, researchers and theorists
argue that both apologies and gender may differ in meaning according to culture (Tata,
2000) and furthermore, that gender differences are amplified in other non-American
cultures (e.g. Bataineh & Bataineh, 2008; Itoi et al., 1996). Most studies investigating
the influence of gender on apologizing have relied on samples of Anglo-American
participants, with only a limited amount, such as the aforementioned studies of Bataineh
and Bataineh and Itoi and colleagues, addressing this limitation. It is possible that if
more culturally-diverse samples were used, gender differences may be either amplified
or obscured (Aries, 2006). Similarly, it is also possible that different gender norms exist
in other Western cultures such as Australia, which also have not been explored

sufficiently.

Conclusion and Areas for Future Research
In sum, this review has discussed the major themes pertaining to the influence of

gender on apologizing in the literature. Overall, it appears that findings in this area are
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mixed. There does appear to be support for small gender differences in some areas of
apologizing, namely the frequency of apologies, the quantity and complexity of
components, as well as the content of some of the components such as affect (e.g.,
Gonzales et al. 1990). However, such results are limited to offences against a stranger
where consequences and responsibility are minimal (Blackman & Stubbs, 2001;
Gonzales et al., 1990) or are limited by methods which rely on what participants think
they might do (Gonzales et al., 1992;; Hodgins and Liebskind, 2003; Hodgins et al.,
1996).

Contextual factors, such as status (Gonzales et al., 1990), closeness and type of
relationship (Exline et al., 2007; Holmes, 1989), and the degree of face threat to the
offender (Gonzales et al., 1992) were also discussed as they are likely to attenuate or
enhance the influence of gender. Therefore, the absence or presence of gender
differences in the studies mentioned may depend on the specific context. In this way,
contextual factors may also account for the mixed findings in this area. Specifically,
gender differences were seen to be amplified in more patriarchal cultures (Bataineh &
Bataineh, 2008; Itoi et al., 1996), which provides support for the notion that the
influence of gender may be partially dependent upon the cultural context.

As Hodgins et al. (1996) highlight, one of the few consistencies of apology
research is that there are many important variables in the apology process. Researchers
such as Stewart & McDermott (2004) and Cosgrove (2008) assert that exploratory
studies using qualitative methods may be more suitable for ascertaining the influence of
gender on complex situations and those that are not easily examined in experimental
settings. Such studies may be more able to fully explore the subtle and yet important
ways that gender differences may exist in apologetic responses, and the different

contextual factors that may play a role in the influence of gender (Smith, 2008).



Gender and Apologies 23

Therefore, future research could include qualitative studies that explore actual
experiences of apologies from males and females. These may help address the elements
lacking in the literature as more studies need to address the perceptions of the offended
(Bennett & Earwalker, 1994; Hodgins et al., 1996). Such research would be of benefit
in determining whether gender differences and similarities found within the limited
contexts discussed in this review can be extrapolated to close relationships affected by
more severe offences. Such information is more likely to be useful to clinicians, who

may deal with more complex situations than those studied in the research thus far.
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