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BACKGROUND AND OBJECTIVES: The emotional expression of feelings and the 
satisfaction of social needs are two primary purposes of many communication 
interactions in an organization. As a universal aspect of human interaction, the apology 
has sparked great interest in its study across a wide range of disciplines. However, the 
human resources apology has not been involved integrally in the context of organizational 
communication. Therefore, the research question is, what are the dynamics of human 
resources apology in organizational communication in Iran?
METHODS: This was a qualitative study conducted using grounded theory. The research 
was conducted, and sampling was theoretical in municipalities in Iran. For data collection, 
semi-structured in-depth interviews with the 5W1H technique were conducted with 13 
managers, who respond to citizens’ requests in the central building of municipalities 
in Iranian provinces. The researched community comprises human resource managers 
with at least five years of beneficial work experience in the municipality and relevant 
knowledge of apology. Targeted sampling has been done based on the researcher’s 
considerations. 
FINDINGS: The analysis of the interviews resulted in a set of fundamental topics 
collected during the open coding process. Sixteen categories were extracted from these 
fundamental topics. Then, in the axial coding stage, the link between these categories 
was determined under the following headings causal conditions, core category, 
contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences of human 
resources apology in the form of an axial coding paradigm. In the present study, data 
analysis was performed using ATLAS. ti software version 8 in three stages of primary, 
central, and selective coding, which resulted in the identification of 5 categories, 15 
central concepts, and 126 final codes.
CONCLUSION: The developed process model provides a comprehensive understanding 
of the human resources apology process in municipalities in Iran. The study highlights the 
importance of conflict management, individual behavior, motivation, audience strength, 
acceptability, apology graph, apology method, audience identity, communication 
quality, patience, and incompatibility in the human resources apology process.
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INTRODUCTION
In today’s modern world, municipalities rely 

heavily on human resources to coordinate and manage 
their activities, and interpersonal communications 
are seen as an essential component of Human 
relationships (Velmurugan, 2016). In this setting, 
professional connections and interpersonal dynamics 
can have a significant impact on the efficiency and 
effectiveness of public service delivery. Understanding 
the nuances of workplace relationships within a 
municipal organization can provide valuable insights 
for improving organizational culture, fostering 
collaboration, and enhancing the overall quality of 
local government operations (Tajpour et al., 2022). 
A person spends most of his day in the organization 
and cannot work alone (Lee and Tao, 2020). 
Communication is an unavoidable objective reality in 
municipalities, and it has recently been recognized as 
a necessary condition for productive job performance 
within municipalities (Agba, 2018). Business 
communications, in other words, are interpersonal 
and particular communications that have significant 
effects on individuals within municipalities 
(Nwinyokpugi and Omunakwe, 2019). As with any 
activity, they may result in conflicts that need to be 
resolved for mutual communications to continue 
(Myers and Myers, 1988). At best, conflict is disruptive; 
at worst, it is incredibly destructive. However, conflict 
can also have significant benefits, when handled 
skillfully, it can foster intimacy, stimulate technical 
progress, and help social organizations emerge and 
renew (Fehr and Gelfand, 2010; Kilag et al.,2024). The 
apology is one of the inclusive components of human 
interactions (Shafa et al., 2017), and it is the most 
practical skill  wrongdoers can employ to promote 
reconciliation with the victim (Utikal and Fischbacher, 
2013). It has become a robust and all-encompassing 
solution for interpersonal communications. If 
designed carefully, it can be both efficient and cost-
effective (Fang, 2019). Apologies are made for various 
reasons, including those related to the  wrongdoer, 
the victim, or others. However, they all stem from 
the belief that saying and accepting an apology can 
accomplish something (Benoit, 2024). Apologies help 
to repair numerous communications and restore 
coordination in interpersonal communications (Scher 
and Darley, 1997). Additionally, an apology increases 
the victim’s willingness to forgive and decreases 
anger and hostility toward the wrongdoer (Exline 

et al., 2007).  It resolves the conflicts and restores 
communication  after the damage to the previous 
state (McCullough et al., 1997).  Unresolved conflict 
with coworkers in the workplace is linked to a 
decrease in organizational commitment, an increase 
in the intention to leave, and poor performance 
at work (Morrison, 2008). Apologies can be used 
to resolve  these  conflicts, improve customer 
experiences, and increase leader effectiveness 
(Liao, 2007).    Fundamentally, an apology seeks to 
make the  wrongdoer  morally accountable, and one 
of its curative effects is to restore moral  balance. It 
is anticipated that victims will recover more quickly 
from the emotional and psychological effects of 
violations when violators make amends and mend 
broken communications (Cheung et al., 2019) so that 
leaders can resolve conflicts with their messages and 
win the respect and satisfaction of their workforce 
(Minei, 2022). Several definitions for the phenomenon 
of apologizing have been put forth over the past 
few years, but none of them have ultimately found 
universal acceptance (Smith, 2008). The following 
are the elements that all definitions have in common: 
1) A clear statement that prefaces the apology, 2) 
expressing regret or sadness, 3) Identification of the 
transgression, 4) Acknowledgment of responsibility 
for the transgression, 5) An explanation for the 
cause of this transgression, 6) Commitment to non-
repetition, and 7) offer to compensation 8) request 
for forgiveness (Bippus and Young, 2020).  Research 
suggests that apology is one of the most profound 
human interactions (Lazare, 2005). Although all the 
theories and definitions put forth have been derived 
from scientific thinking and debate, and there may 
be some shared aspects among them, ultimately, 
there are many ambiguities in this regard (Allan et al., 
2015). Empirical research supports the notion that 
apologies are not always effective (Skarlicki et al., 
2004), prompting the question of why some apologies 
succeed while others fall on deaf ears (Fehr et al., 
2010). Despite the incidence of apologies, claims of 
their effectiveness, and implicit theories about when 
they are effective, quantitative studies have been 
conducted on how this phenomenon works (Wooten, 
2009). 

The background review in this area, such as 
(Robertson et al., 2023), shows that most studies 
have only focused on examining the relationship 
between “one or two predetermined factors by the 
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researcher” and the “apology phenomenon,” and 
these factors have been selected in a scattered, partial, 
and diverse manner. Moreover, selecting factors 
from the beginning has prevented the emergence 
of hidden factors during the research process. As a 
result, the way this phenomenon works as a process 
from beginning to end in all dimensions has not 
been explained transparently. To the extent that 
the lack of a comprehensive theory of apologies has 
become one of the notable features of psychological 
literature (Imada et al., 2023). Municipalities are 
dealing with working conditions full of nervous and 
psychological pressure, high workload, physical 
injuries, and non-standard working environments 
in addition to economic problems affected by 
the recession (Rajabipoor Meybodi et al., 2024). 
Therefore, these conditions, while lowering the 
tolerance threshold of employees, lead to various 
conflicts in the organization. Consequently, an 
apology is effective in controlling and reducing these 
conflicts (Hosseini et al., 2020). The apology can help 
restore trust and improve relationships between 
municipalities and their citizens (Gkinopoulos, 2022). 
When municipalities make mistakes or cause harm, a 
sincere apology can go a long way in acknowledging 
the wrongdoing, taking responsibility, and showing 
a commitment to do better. This can help rebuild 
the public’s faith in local government (Enwereji and 
Uwizeyimana, 2020). Municipalities that cultivate a 
culture of apology and accountability tend to have 
a stronger ethical environment overall. Apology 
requires honesty, humility, and a commitment to 
improvement - qualities that are central to good 
governance and ethics. Therefore, this study has 
created a comprehensive and integrated theoretical 
framework for this phenomenon by discovering 
new concepts and practical factors, defining new 
relationships in all dimensions of this phenomenon, 
as well as strengthening effective factors and previous 
relationships, thereby covering shortcomings, 
enriching, and organizing the literature on apologies. 
To develop a model of apology, the goal of this study 
is to know and understand people’s experiences and 
interpretations in the area of apology. The current 
study has been carried out in Iran in 2024.

Theoretical foundations
Human resources apology

Apologies are a critical component of conflict 

resolution and relationship-building within 
organizations, and human resources professionals 
play a pivotal role in facilitating and guiding this 
process (Thompson, 2019).  Workplace conflicts can 
often be resolved through sincere apologies, which 
can help rebuild trust, restore damaged relationships, 
and prevent escalation. Human resources 
professionals can help identify situations where an 
apology is warranted and guide the parties involved 
in delivering it effectively (Fehr and Gelfand, 2010). 
When misconduct or unacceptable behavior occurs, 
human resources can ensure that the responsible 
party takes ownership of their actions and delivers a 
meaningful apology (Wang et al., 2023). This involves 
helping the wrongdoer understand the impact of 
their behavior and the importance of acknowledging 
it. Human resources can provide coaching and 
support to help the person apologizing craft a sincere, 
specific, and actionable apology (Battistella,2014). 
This may include advising on the appropriate 
tone, timing, and format of the apology, as well as 
facilitating face-to-face or written communication. 
By managing workplace apologies effectively, human 
resources can contribute to the development of 
an organizational culture where employees take 
responsibility for their actions and are willing to 
engage in restorative practices (Seiter et al., 2023). 
This can enhance trust, collaboration, and overall 
employee well-being (Risen and Gilovich, 2007). In 
some cases, human resources may need to navigate 
the legal implications of apologies, as they can be 
perceived as an admission of guilt or liability (Zammit 
Young, 2023). Human resources professionals should 
seek legal counsel to ensure that apologies are 
handled in a manner that protects the organization’s 
interests while still addressing the underlying issues 
(Nosratirad, 2023). Human resources can play a role 
in monitoring the effectiveness of apologies and the 
subsequent healing process. This may involve follow-
up conversations, mediation, or other interventions 
to ensure that the apology has been accepted and 
the relationship has been repaired.  Apologies as a 
transactional act between two individuals is evolving 
towards a more expansive perspective. The act of 
apologizing, previously seen as an interpersonal 
action, is now being interpreted more broadly. 
Individuals may perceive the verbal act of apologizing 
as aversive, even when they acknowledge their 
responsibility to engage in cooperative behavior. In 
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such cases, nonverbal behavior may be considered a 
form of politeness strategy, particularly when there 
is no face-threatening action (Chavez et al., 2024). 
Employees accept this embracement of collective 
guilt and shame, not only in an abstract sense but 
also to the degree that they participate in organized 
contrition rituals where they apologize and ask for 
forgiveness on behalf of the organization (Frandsen 
et al., 2024). By understanding the complexities and 
best practices surrounding workplace apologies, 
human resources professionals can contribute 
to developing a more positive, collaborative, and 
accountable organizational culture. This, in turn, can 
lead to improved employee engagement, reduced 
conflict, and enhanced organizational performance.

Organizational communication
Organizational communication is a critical 

component of any successful organization, as it 
encompasses the channels, processes, and dynamics 
through which information is exchanged, relationships 
are built, and collective goals are achieved. This 
field of study provides valuable insights into how 
communication shapes the internal workings 
and external interactions of organizations. At its 
core, organizational communication involves the 
transmission of messages, both formal and informal, 
among individuals and groups within an organization 
(Mifune et al., 2019). This includes communication 
between managers and employees, cross-
departmental collaboration, and the organization’s 
outreach to external stakeholders such as customers, 
partners, and the broader community (Qin and 
Men, 2023). Clear and coordinated communication 
enables employees to understand their roles, 
responsibilities, and the steps required to complete 
tasks and achieve organizational objectives. Open 
and transparent communication helps organizations 
navigate changes, whether technological, structural, 
or strategic, by keeping employees informed and 
engaged. Interpersonal communication fosters trust, 
collaboration, and a sense of shared purpose among 
organizational members, which is essential for morale 
and productivity. Formal communication channels, 
such as policies, procedures, and reporting structures, 
help organizations coordinate their activities and 
maintain control over operations (Bentley, 2018). 
An organization’s communication with external 
stakeholders, through marketing, public relations, 

and other outreach efforts, shapes its public image 
and reputation. Organizational communication is a 
dynamic and evolving field, as the communication 
landscape continues to be transformed by 
technological advancements and shifting societal 
expectations (Emeka-Okoli et al., 2024). Scholars and 
practitioners in this domain explore topics such as the 
impact of remote work on internal communication, 
the role of social media in external communication, 
and the importance of inclusive and culturally sensitive 
communication practices (Hosseini and Rajabipoor 
Meybodi, 2023). By understanding the complexities 
and nuances of organizational communication, leaders 
and employees can work to enhance the flow of 
information, strengthen interpersonal connections, 
and ultimately, drive the success and sustainability 
of their organizations (Arabiun et al.,2024). When an 
organization is seen to have put an object at risk, such an 
organization engages in discourse and communication 
as a way to socially construct its reputation and/or repair 
its image and shape the epistemology of risk. Image 
and reputation management communication should 
only happen after addressing public safety, especially 
in safety-critical situations. Risk receptors must 
know how to safeguard themselves based on factual 
incident information before the organization considers 
reputational concerns (Ambituuni et al., 2024). 
Organizational communication design logic is a model 
of relationships that connect specific communication 
choices and organizational expectations for what 
communication choices will produce. Providing more 
holistic accounts of communication choices may make 
it easier to make the case for sharing communication 
designs (Barbour et al., 2024).

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Research approach	
It was an applied method qualitative study. In this 
type of research plan, qualitative data are prioritized 
to gain a deeper, more nuanced understanding of 
the issues and the nature of the topic (Creswell 
and Poth, 2016). Qualitative research methods, 
unlike quantitative approaches, prioritize flexibility 
in procedures, especially regarding sampling, as 
highlighted in various research papers. The decision 
to utilize qualitative methods is often driven by the 
aim to select participants who possess firsthand 
knowledge of the phenomena under investigation, 
facilitating a deeper understanding of the topic 
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and ensuring relevant responses from the sample 
group. This method is particularly recommended 
due to its alignment with the study’s objectives and 
the emphasis on internal judgment, allowing for a 
more nuanced exploration of complex issues. Unlike 
quantitative studies that follow structured procedures, 
qualitative research offers a more adaptable and 
participant-centered approach, enabling researchers 
to delve into the intricacies of human experiences 
and behaviors within specific contexts (Palalic, 2017). 
Interviews have always been the staple of qualitative 
research methods in management studies, and in 
particular for research dealing with organizational 
change. Interview-based studies have addressed 
issues such as sensemaking, emotions, job transition, 
change agency, and identity in the context of change 
(Langley and Meziani, 2020). Therefore, this study 
has been done using Grounded Theory. Grounded 
theory is a systematic and qualitative method that, 
at the conceptual level, describes an action, process, 
or reaction to a real subject. This description was 
created using the research participants’ perspectives 
(Creswell and Tashakkori, 2007); this method employs 
an inductive set of procedures to develop a theory 
about a phenomenon. The primary goal of this type of 
theorizing is to explain a phenomenon by defining its 
key elements (concepts, categories, and propositions) 
and then categorizing the communications of these 
elements within the context and process of that 
phenomenon. This method aims to learn about and 
comprehend people’s perceptions of incidents and 
occurrences in a particular setting (Corbin and Strauss, 
2008). To develop a model of apology, the goal of this 
study is to know and understand people’s experiences 
and interpretations in the area of apology.

Data collection
In the present study, to identify and then develop 

a model of human resources apology, the opinion 
of managers was collected through the interview 
method. The statistical population included human 
resource managers who have more than 5 years 
of experience in municipalities, and theoretical 
saturation was used to confirm the number of samples. 
According to researchers, in a carefully conducted 
study with evolutionary sample selection and follow-
up, the saturation point could be reached with about 
13 participants, which would most likely not exceed 20 
(Maykut and Morehouse, 2002). This type of sampling 

is known as theoretical sampling in grounded theory. In 
this type of sampling, the researcher collects, encodes, 
and analyzes data while simultaneously deciding what 
to collect in the future and where to find it to improve 
his theory until it emerges (Glaser and Strauss, 
2017) . In this study, there were 13 samples. Semi-
structured interviews utilizing the 5W1H technique 
were employed to gather data, with a qualitative 
coding method utilized for analysis. The focus of the 
interviews was on human resources apologies within 
organizational communication, with the sequence 
of questions varying among participants based on 
the interview process, lacking a pre-determined 
pattern in question design. This approach aligns 
with the importance of understanding the nature 
of transgressions and forgiveness dynamics within 
specific cultural contexts to enhance organizational 
outcomes. Additionally, cultural differences in 
apology behaviors and intentions in the workplace 
were highlighted, emphasizing the significance of 
appropriate apologetic behavior in maintaining stable 
interpersonal relationships in a globalized workplace 
setting (Hennink et al.,2020).

The researchers aimed to conduct qualitative 
interviews independently and explanatorily, focusing 
on gathering data without bias from previous findings 
and analyzing the outcomes without preconceived 
notions. These interviews were carried out through 
individual meetings held in person in February 2024, 
following a procedure that continued until reaching 
theoretical saturation. In this particular study, 
the questions were structured around the six wh-
question marks: how, what, why, when, where, and 
who, emphasizing a comprehensive exploration of 
the participants’ perspectives and experiences. This 
approach aligns with the principles of qualitative 
research, which prioritize open-ended inquiries and 
an in-depth understanding of the subject matter 
without imposing predetermined frameworks or 
mental models. There were six questions in this 
stage; for instance, “What experiences have you had 
with the apology phenomenon?”, “What are your 
observations of people who apologize?”, “In your 
opinion, what factors influenced this process?” “What 
are your observations of the apology process?”, 
“What do other people in the organization look like to 
people who apologize?” and “How do you see the role 
of the organization in this process?”. The interviews 
conducted in the study lasted for an average duration 
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of 80 minutes, with a range from 50 to 180 minutes, 
exceeding the initially stated 40-60 minutes. The 
research employed open, axial, and selective coding 
processes for data analysis, ensuring a comprehensive 
approach to understanding the information gathered. 
This methodology allowed for a thorough exploration 
of the participants’ perspectives and experiences, 
contributing to the richness and depth of the data 
collected. By utilizing these coding techniques, the 
study aimed to capture a wide range of insights and 
nuances from the interviews, enhancing the overall 
quality and validity of the research findings.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Data analysis

The study conducted on Iranian municipalities 
utilized a design approach to develop and assess 
models. Grounded theory, as proposed by Corbin 
and Strauss (2008), was employed for data analysis, 
focusing on research questions through open, axial, 
and selective coding stages. This methodology 
allowed for a comprehensive exploration of the 
model development and assessment processes 
within the municipalities. By following the grounded 
theory premise, the researchers were able to delve 
deeply into the data, ensuring a thorough analysis 
and understanding of the intricate dynamics involved 
in the research. The structured approach of open, 
axial, and selective coding facilitated a systematic 
and rigorous examination of the research questions, 
leading to valuable insights and robust conclusions 
regarding the models developed and assessed in the 
context of Iranian municipalities.

Preparing a preliminary list of human resources 
apologies in organizational communication using 
individual interviews

The phase involves conducting interviews 
to identify key elements of human resources 
apologies in organizational communication, with 
insights gathered from managers’ perspectives and 
synthesized into an initial list. Theoretical saturation 
was achieved after 13 interviews, each transcribed 

by a specialist for further analysis. Interviewers 
reviewed the transcripts, incorporating feedback and 
refining the content to ensure accuracy and formality, 
converting spoken language into a more structured 
format. This meticulous process of data collection 
and transcription, followed by thorough review and 
refinement, is crucial in extracting comprehensive 
and reliable components of organizational apologies 
in human resources, contributing to a deeper 
understanding of effective apology strategies in 
organizational settings (Andrews  et al., 2020). Some 
instances of verbal expressions or identifying codes 
are illustrated in Table 1.

Comparing the obtained list with the lists and the 
pattern of human resources apology in organizational 
communication

In the qualitative data analysis process, open 
coding and selective coding are utilized, with these 
stages often overlapping and occurring concurrently. 
Initially, key themes are identified and labeled, 
leading to the development of corresponding 
categories. Subsequently, a core category is 
derived by examining the interconnections among 
the primary categories, potentially resulting in 
the formulation of a theory to shed light on the 
subject matter. Despite the potential theoretical 
implications, the open coding phase involves 
extracting numerous codes to capture the breadth 
and depth of the data, allowing for a comprehensive 
exploration of the information at hand. This 
systematic approach to coding and analysis is 
fundamental in qualitative research, guiding 
researchers from data collection to the generation 
of meaningful insights and theoretical frameworks 
(Dalal and Priya, 2016). In the research process 
described, a systematic approach to open coding 
was employed, involving data collection within the 
study setting and external analysis. The meticulous 
assessment of data led to the extraction of the 
ultimate code by integrating open codes into the 
researcher’s notes, followed by axial coding where 
codes were categorized and relationships explained 

 
Table 1: Open coding 

 
Primary Codes Interview Text 

Accepting the wrong An apology means that we accept that what we have done is wrong, and to satisfy the 
other party, we apologize to at least compensate for the blow to the other party with 
words. 

An apology to the victim's satisfaction 
Wrong compensation 

 

  

Table 1: Open coding
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through selective coding. Researchers compared 
primary codes with previous studies to identify 
new components, which were then added to the 
list of human resources apologies in organizational 
communication. The final list of extracted codes 
was formed after content review and analysis, with 
all transcripts stored in Atlas ti8 for data analysis 
support. Interactive and recursive processes, along 
with a higher level of abstraction in coding, were 
applied until significant abstract categories were 
fully unified, culminating in the development of a 
coherent theory (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). Fig. 1 
indicates the relationship between different steps of 
data analysis and data collection procedures.

Defining human resources apology in organizational 
communication concepts

This step includes researchers evaluating human 
resources apology in organizational communication 
assigned to lists No. 1 and 2. After integrating the 
results of the interviews into other resources, 
the final draft of the human resources apology in 
organizational communication index was formed. 
The categorization of extracted codes was performed 
using conceptual correspondence.

Evaluating and refining the list of human resources 
apologies in organizational communication 

The study utilized a narrative approach for 
individual interviews and the Delphi method for 

model development, starting with forming a Delphi 
panel and identifying samples while explaining the 
research objectives. Managers were invited to provide 
feedback on proposed components, leading to the 
development of a questionnaire based on literature 
and exploratory interviews for municipalities. The 
managers then offered constructive feedback on the 
questionnaire, resulting in the final model of human 
resources apology in organizational communication 
with 15 dimensions and 126 selected codes. Data 
saturation was reached in the interviews, allowing for 
categorization into different groups (Table 2).

The authors sought to utilize process theory to 
address issues related to organizational apologies in 
communication, emphasizing potential interactions 
over time. Process theory, known for explaining 
change and development over time, contrasts with 
grounded theory, which is more inductive, starting 
with data to build theory. While process theory is 
deductive, beginning with a conceptual framework 
and testing it, grounded theory focuses on inductively 
developing new theories from data (Cloutier and 
Langley, 2020). By applying process theory to the 
study of organizational apologies, the authors aimed 
to provide effective solutions and insights into how 
these interactions evolve and impact organizational 
communication strategies over time, contributing 
to a deeper understanding of crisis management 
and reputation repair in various contexts. The study 
delves into the various aspects of human resources 

 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Fig. 1: The relationship between different steps of data analysis and data collection (Hosseini et al., 2022) 
  

Obtaining comprehensive data 

Semi-structured interviews (13) 

Interview protocol 

Open coding 

Concurrently 

Axial coding 

Interactively and recursively 

Selective coding 

Coherent Theory 

Fig. 1: The relationship between different steps of data analysis and data collection (Hosseini et al., 2022)
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apology within organizational communication 
processes in Iranian municipalities, encompassing 
interactional strategies, primary phenomena, causal 
conditions, and the development context and 
consequences of these strategies. It elucidates the 
content and multidimensional process of human 
resources apology in organizational communication, 
presenting corresponding propositions and a 
comprehensive process model depicted in Fig. 2. 
This research sheds light on the intricate dynamics of 
human resources apology within the organizational 
communication framework, offering valuable insights 
into how these elements interplay in the context of 
Iranian municipalities. This study aimed to propose 

a framework for human resource apologies within 
organizational communication in Iran, making 
significant theoretical advancements in the field. 
Beyond theoretical contributions, the research 
emphasizes the importance of managerial support 
for human resource apologies, highlighting the need 
for a unified conceptualization in this area. By utilizing 
the grounded approach by Corbin and Strauss, (2008), 
the study suggests that a cohesive understanding 
of human resource apologies can create valuable 
opportunities for interdisciplinary collaboration and 
further advancements in the literature, ultimately 
benefiting organizational practices.

Causal conditions are a set of events and conditions 

Table 2: Dimensions and components extracted from the interviews 
 

Class Dimension Components 

Causal Conditions 

Conflict Management 
Compromise 

Job requirements 

Shortcomings of Individual Behavior 
Personal Aggression 
Poor performance 

Political Behavior 
Utilitarianism 

Impression management 

Motivation 
Identified regulation 

Introjected regulation 
Apologist personality 

Audience Power 
Formal power 

Personal power 

Context 

Acceptability of the Apology 
Sincerity of apology 

Apology content 

Apology Method 
Concealment of apology 

Apology tool 

Apology Graph 
Apology orientation 

Apology as a domino in the organization 

Intervening Conditions 

Audience Identity 

Biographical features 
Personality 

Affect 
Psychological maturity 

Quality of Communication 

Subject and scope of injury 
Entanglement of the sides 

Entry of mediator 
Situation of apology 

Phenomenon Apology Apology event 

Strategies 
Patience 

Fairness 
Compassion 

Incompatibility 
Rejection of apologies 

Destruction of apologist 

Consequence 

Social Capital 
Cohesiveness in organization 

Repairing the relationship 
Maintain and restore credit 

Improving Attitude 
Disambiguation 

The happiness of the parties 

Complications Of Apology 
Creating inappropriate thoughts in the audience 

The audience's profit-making actions 
Mental damage to the apologist 

 

 

Table 2: Dimensions and components extracted from the interviews
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that affect the central category and create the 
phenomenon. People apologize to control and resolve 
disputes between themselves and their colleagues; 
they try to calm down the situation and prevent 
adverse consequences of a continuous conflict.  In the 
current research, conflict management is when a 
person withdraws from his position to seek compromise 
and accepts part of the responsibility for the conflict. 
On the other hand, the audience also gives satisfaction 
to friendly relations and ending disputes so that a 
balance is formed between the parties (Chaudhry and 
Burdea, 2023). Sometimes, despite being determined 
to achieve their goals or carry out their duties, one may 
need to apologize due to work obligations that require 
them to make an effort to maintain cooperation with 
their colleagues (Glikson and Asscher, 2023). Therefore, 
with an apology, they try to consider the interests of 
their colleagues and make it possible to continue their 
cooperation.  (Job requirements).  In some cases, a 
person may disregard the principles of ethical behavior 
and the rights of the other party and harm them with 
their inappropriate behavior (personal aggression) 
(Gillespie and Berry, 2023). Alternatively, they may 
have failed to perform their official duties correctly and 

completely due to a lack of knowledge or unintentional 
incompetence (weak performance) (Nosratirad, 2023). 
In either case, they can apologize, as these factors are 
considered shortcomings in personal behavior. This 
study suggests that individuals use apologies as a tool 
to secure their interests. People may use apologies to 
advance their careers within an organization or protect 
their current job position (Utilitarianism) (Wang et al., 
2023). They may also apologize to create a positive 
image of themselves as a responsible and reliable 
employee in the mind of their supervisor or colleagues 
(Impression Management) (Seiter et al., 2023). All of 
these cases refer to the political behavior of individuals 
when they use apologies.  Motivation has also been 
identified as one of the causes of people apologizing in 
organizations. The source of a person’s motivation and 
tendency to apologize can be internal (personality) or 
external (identified regulation) which is demonstrated 
because of family education and following the example 
of supervisors (Fehr and Gelfand, 2010). It might be 
interjected regulation where the person has acted as 
an external representative and has emotionally 
encouraged and punished himself for the behavior that 
others consider appropriate or inappropriate, that is, in 
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this case, the person is due to factors such as guilt, 
fulfillment of obligations,  feeling of compulsion, 
obligation and starts apologizing. Audience power 
refers to his ability to influence the behavior of the 
apologist this ability can be caused by the person’s 
position in the organization (formal power)  or by 
himself (personal power). The higher the level of this 
power, the more a person feels helpless or has the 
desire to apologize. Strategies are based on actions and 
reactions to control, manage, and deal with the desired 
phenomenon. In this research, the meaning of 
strategies is how the audience reacts to the apology of 
the apologetic person. Strategies include two 
categories: “patience” and “incompatibility”. In the 
state of patience, a person tries to be fair and just in 
dealing with  the apologist, or to a greater extent, he 
tries to make the apologist a subject of his compassion. 
Here, patience refers to the audience’s patience and 
flexibility in responding to the apologist (Zammit Young, 
2023). Inconsistency occurs when the audience is 
unwilling to agree and compromise with the apologist 
and opposes or destroys him. In the concept of rejecting 
an apology, the audience refrains from accepting the 
apology. He may explain his opposition to him calmly 
and only by turning away from the apologist, or he may 
be aggressive toward him out of anger (Gillespie and 
Berry, 2023). Another form of  inconsistency can be 
more crushing, in which the audience tries to destroy 
and belittle the apologist. To destroy the apologist, the 
audience mocks, taunts, or humiliates him. Intervening 
conditions are structural conditions that belong to the 
phenomenon in question and affect action and reaction 
strategies.  These conditions  refer to individual’s 
attitudes, characteristics, and beliefs that distinguish 
them from others.  Apologies are effective in eliciting a 
response from an individual about their identity. More 
experienced, older, and better-educated 
individuals  tend to  respond to apologies 
with greater composure (biographical characteristics). 
To the extent that the audience has more etiquette and 
self-restraint, the degree of anger is moderated when 
receiving an apology (Thompson, 2019). However, their 
sensitivity may increase their resistance to accepting 
an apology. If the recipient cannot receive an apology, 
it can lead to undesirable reactions from them 
(personality). When an individual is experiencing 
intense emotions due to their mistake, an apology at 
that moment may not elicit the desired response 
(Lazare, 2005). On the other hand, if the mistake is in an 
area where the recipient has biases, their ability to 

accept the apology is reduced (Affect). If the recipient 
has not fully matured psychologically, they may not 
respect the rights of the apology in their response 
(Psychological maturity) (Risen and Gilovich, 2007). The 
quality of the relationship between the audience and 
the apologist affects the communication process. The 
more the mistake is related to the recipient’s priorities, 
values, and organizational position, the more difficult it 
is for them to accept the apology (Subject and scope of 
injury). If both parties have a close relationship or the 
recipient needs the apologist’s assistance, their 
reaction may be less severe (Entanglement of the 
sides). When an apologist is unable to face the recipient 
due to their mistake, they may use an intermediary to 
soften the situation. In most cases, respect and 
closeness with the intermediary improve the situation 
and create opportunities for negotiation, and conflicts 
are usually resolved with an apology. Another scenario 
is when a colleague or a supervising manager voluntarily 
intervenes in the situation and personally 
apologizes,  thereby putting the relationship between 
the parties in a state of excuse and willingness to end 
the issue, leading to their acceptance of the apology 
(entry of mediator). Passing a significant amount of 
time since the wrong reduces the power and likelihood 
of its acceptance. Rushing to apologize in the heat of 
the moment also leads to an undesirable reaction. 
Relative time in the result of apology has a positive 
effect. In a proper and fair apology, the individual must 
apologize in front of the same audience who was 
harmed by their actions to restore their reputation 
(Situation of apology).   The context is a set of special 
characteristics that indicate the desired phenomenon 
and influence the strategies. Here, including three 
categories; “apology acceptability”, “apology method” 
and “apology graph”.  The more acceptable and 
desirable the apology is, the more positive the response 
will be. Honesty in an apology has a positive relationship 
with its acceptance. Instrumental and superficial 
apologies, if perceived as credible by the recipient, are 
also positively received (Sincerity of apology). Mixed 
apologies that contain sarcasm or non-acceptance are 
not effective, while those made as a formality are 
usually considered accepted (Apology content). 
Besides, when a person tries to apologize covertly or 
openly, and what tools she uses to apologize, all of 
these factors (Dimension and Components identified 
by the authors) including the way she apologizes, can 
affect the audience’s response. In mathematics, a 
graph means a non-zero set of nodes (vertices) and a 
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set of edges that connect the vertices. These edges 
representing connections can be directional. The 
apology graph refers to the relationship between 
people and their apologies. This category consists of 
two concepts: apology and the domino-like effect of 
apology between people.  Within organizations, most 
apologies come from lower levels to higher levels and 
are often seen as a duty, with a higher probability of 
non-acceptance. The power to influence apologies 
from higher to lower levels is greater.  Although they 
can sometimes be perceived as insolent or arrogant, 
they are generally accepted (Apology orientation) 
(Mifune et al., 2019).  On the other hand, within the 
hierarchy of an organization, there is a chain of 
apologies.  When a person makes a mistake in 
performing their duties, they should apologize to their 
manager, and the department manager should 
apologize to their higher-level manager, and so on in a 
continuing chain. Early notification of the mistake to 
the manager can moderate their reaction. Another 
scenario is a chain of apologies among victims. This 
chain can take shape between individuals who have a 
working network, regardless of organizational 
hierarchy. The fact that one person’s mistake disrupts 
another person’s tasks and ultimately forces them to 
apologize to the next person in the chain can lead to an 
undesirable reaction to the previous person’s apology 
(apology seems Domino in the organization) (Bentley, 
2018). Consequences are the results obtained from the 
strategies and actions related to the desired 
phenomenon. The consequence of the apology and 
the victim’s reaction includes three categories 
“strengthening social capital”, “improving attitudes” 
and “complications of apology”. Apologizing 
strengthens social capital because creating cohesion in 
the organization is one of the consequences of 
apologizing in the organization. Organizational 
cohesion means the dependence of people on the 
organization and the existence of extensive 
communication between the people of the organization 
and between people and the organization. On the 
other hand, when a person apologizes, he conveys his 
desire to restore what was lost from the relationship to 
the audience. If he succeeds in getting his satisfaction, 
he can restore the relationship to a large extent. 
Furthermore, when the person apologizes, justifies the 
audience regarding his good intentions, and ensures 
that it will not happen again in the future, he/she 
restores the feeling of security in the relationship with 
the audience, and it can win back his trust. By 

apologizing, the person makes it clear to him that he is 
sorry for the mistake and trying to improve the 
situation. Therefore, the  audience gets a more 
complete and positive understanding of what 
happened and what the apologist is looking for now. 
Apologizing is correct and improves the perceptions 
and thoughts of the audience about the mistake. In 
addition, when the person apologizes, the audience 
can understand the regret and the effort to improve 
the situation and compensate for the mistake, which 
creates a feeling of peace and he will be satisfied and 
the audience’s attitude will improve.  On the other 
hand, apologizing is like a double-edged sword that has 
disadvantages along with its advantages. Another part 
of the consequences of an apology is related to its 
complications. Apologies can create inappropriate 
thoughts in the audience, so that the audience may 
consider the apology as an action due to the weakness 
of the apologist and cause the person to consider 
himself superior to the apologist and create the 
impression in the audience that he is always right and 
used the person’s apology to exploit, constantly blame 
or magnify the image of the apology received by others 
and in this way, use the received apology to his 
advantage. 

Limitations and future studies
The study aimed for perfection within its limitations, 

as qualitative data collected from interviews with 
managers in Iranian municipalities may introduce 
subjectivity into the analysis and model extraction. 
While efforts were made to mitigate these limitations 
through managerial collaboration, the reliance on 
subjective perceptions could impact the objectivity 
of the conclusions. Extending the study to diverse 
companies in Iran could yield varied and potentially 
less reliable results, highlighting the need for caution in 
generalizing findings beyond the specific organizational 
context of municipalities in Iran. It is suggested that 
for future research in organizational studies, a study 
be conducted to identify supportive factors and 
institutionalization strategies for apologies and to 
examine the topic of apologies in inter-group and 
inter-organizational relationships. It is also proposed 
to present a process model for theory building in non-
apology and to provide a typology for apologies as a 
potential research topic. Additionally, a questionnaire 
can be designed and a quantitative study can be 
conducted to validate the presented model and expand 
the discussion of apologies in other statistical societies.
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CONCLUSION
The ultimate objective of this qualitative research 

was to develop a model of human resources apologies 
in organizations. According to a review of the research 
literature, several studies have examined the influence 
of certain factors on apologies. However, this study 
is distinct because it applied the Grounded Theory 
to observe means of apologizing in the form of an 
integrated process for the first time. The components 
of an apology show that an apology is not always just 
the use of the word “sorry”. It includes other things 
that show apologetic feelings, specify the rights of the 
parties, and predict and direct the future behavior of 
the apologist. Hence, an apology is not an act limited 
to the moment of its execution. The simplest and most 
common way that people express their regret is by 
employing a clichéd and repeated term (illocutionary 
force indicating device) that expresses regret, such as 
excuse me, I’m sorry, I want an excuse, etc. And this is 
how he introduces the apology. During an apology, when 
wrongdoers first define and explain what they consider 
a mistake to the audience (confession of wrongdoing) 
to show their understanding of their mistake and the 
damage to the audience. Apologizing for an action and 
repeating it at the same time is meaningless and does 
not evoke the concept of a proper apology. It can be 
said that one of the most crucial components of an 
apology is the commitment of the apologist not to 
repeat his mistake in the future. This point can facilitate 
attracting the audience and accepting an apology from 
his side. Besides, it can motivate him to overlook the 
mistake and give the audience a sense of security in 
future events. The apologist expresses regret and 
sadness (sympathy with the audience) for the harm 
he caused to the audience with his actions, whether 
psychological or situational and caused him to suffer. 
Apologizing while the audience feels that the apologist 
does not understand imposed harm might cause him 
to perceive indifference. It can further destroy his 
damaged emotions. In cases where the harm caused 
to the audience was unknown or unintentional, 
the apologist tries to explain the disinterestedness 
of his action to the audience and thus prevent the 
destruction of his attitude towards himself. On the 
other hand, the apologist tries to explain his reasons 
for making the mistake as long as the audience accepts 
that the damage was unintentional (emphasis on the 
impartiality of the mistake); it increases his ability to 
forgive and bear the damage. The apologetic person 
explains all his regret for the action and the damage 

caused to the audience, in such a way that he feels all 
the feelings of regret both in the face and speech of 
the apologetic and in his behavior (expressing regret). 
When compensating for the mistake, the apologist 
tries to take the necessary measures to correct the 
problem and compensate for the damage caused to 
the audience. 
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