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Abstract – This study aimed at investigating the styles of apology between Iranian and 

Japanese auto-company managers with regard to responsibility. A survey questionnaire and a 

focus group interview were used to identify the differences between them in terms of offering 

apology to the clients. By visiting the top managers at different auto companies in Iran, the 

essential requirements were made to invite the managers to take part in the study and 

interview. Through being in touch with chief executive officers at Toyota and Mazda 

companies in Japan via email, they were invited to participate in the study as well. Sixty 

participants formed the sample of the study, 30 Japanese managers, and 30 Iranians. Only 

Iranians participated in a focus group interview due to availability. The findings indicated 

that the Japanese offered apology with more responsibility. In contrast, Iranians rarely offered 

apology. The results of this study seem very effective and useful to enrich the related 

literature and learning aspects of sociolinguistics; therefore, L2 teachers can teach aspects of 

speech acts of apology in English, and also the managers of different corporations learn about 

cultural differences to have a more successful international business. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Speech acts reflect the fundamental cultural values and social norms of a target 

language and demonstrate the rules of language use in a speech community. Although the 

existence of speech acts is universal, the frequency and contents are culture-specific. The 

focus of this investigation is on the speech act of apology. Among the speech acts, apology is 

frequently used in conversation. The function of apology is to restore and maintain harmony 

between a speaker and hearer. People expect to apologize when they think that they have 

violated social norms (Olshtain & Cohen, 1983). Like other speech acts such as, requests and 

refusals, apology is face-threatening (Brown & Levinson, 1987), and thus demands a full 

understanding of its usage in order to avoid miscommunication. We are living in the age of 

apology which plays a crucial role in governments, armies, corporations and individuals that 

spilt themselves into perpetration and guilt dissociating from the offence or defect (Goffman, 

1971). 

This study has focused on styles of apology between Iranian and Japanese auto 

company managers regarding responsibility. An apology without taking responsibility and 

promises of changes such as, money or goods represented for the harm, damage, injury, or 

insult, cannot be sincere words (Amstutz, 2005; Wohl, Hornsey, & Philpot, 2011). 
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Pragmatics is a study which emphasizes the perception of human linguistic interaction 

among interlocutors (Wierzbicka, 1991). Pragmatics describes how human beings can do 

different language functions through speeches. Crystal (1985), and Mey (1993) have given 

different definitions of pragmatics.  Crystal (1985) has defined pragmatics as the study of 

language which is based on the perceptions of users during their research of linguistic forms. 

Mey (1993) defines pragmatics as the study of language use that the intended meaning is 

based on social contexts. In brief, researchers notice language in pragmatics as an instrument 

to find out human interaction among interlocutors.       

Cultural differences on the use and appropriateness of apologies between Japanese 

and Americans are investigated by a number of researchers (e.g., Sugimoto, 1997; Lee, Park, 

Imai, & Dolan, 2012). 

 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Sugimoto (1997) compared the apology styles of 200 American and 181 Japanese 

college students who responded to an open-ended questionnaire on situations warranting an 

apology. Students completed one of three forms of a questionnaire, each containing 4 

situations. The findings of the study showed that regarding the use of statement of remorse 

strategy, in order to magnify their apology message, Japanese repeated apology words by 

saying “sorry, sorry, I am very sorry”; whereas, Americans intensified their apology by 

saying “I’m terribly sorry” (p.360). Another finding was that Japanese students were more 

likely to apologize than American students’ were. Regarding the use of accounts strategy, 

Japanese explicitly suggested the lack of intention for the offense; whereas, Americans 

implicitly stated it. The author proposes that the symbolic meaning of apologizing verbally in 

Japan is greater than in the U.S. 

According to Sugimoto, in Japan, having the offender verbally apologize is important 

because it can be satisfying actual remediation. Consequently, the symbolic meaning of 

apologizing verbally in Japan is greater than in the U.S. An offer of compensation for the 

offense was the secondary strategy preferred by the Japanese students, whereas that of 

American students was an explanation for the offense. Sugimoto proposes that these 

differences may reflect cultural differences of the magnitude of offense in different situations. 

In this sense, being late could be perceived as more severe in Japan, “where tourists depend 

on the rigid schedule of public transportation” than in the U.S., “where spring break trips 

typically involve driving and thus the loss of 1 hour can be recovered more easily” 

(Sugimoto, 1997, p. 362). 

Lee et al. (2012) investigated cultural differences between Japanese and Americans in 

the use of apologies and thanks in favor- asking e-mail messages. They conducted three 

studies. Three questionnaires were produced in both English and Japanese. Participants in the 

study completed the questionnaires in their first languages. In Study 1, 78 American 

university students and 74 Japanese university students were asked to compose a favor-asking 

email message for a given situation. The results of Study 1 indicated that Japanese prefer 

apologies over thanks. In contrast, Americans seemed to prefer thanks over apologies. 
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Based on their findings of the data, Lee et al. (2012) suggest that Japanese speakers 

seem to have a tendency to consider the listener before they make a request. For example, 

Japanese speaker’s typical request had begun, “I am sorry to ask, but would you let me 

borrow your pencil?” In contrast, American speaker’s typical request had begun, “Would you 

let me borrow your pencil? Thank you.” Japanese speakers follow collectivistic culture so 

they focus on minimizing the negative face of the receiver; whereas, American speakers are 

more individualistic so they focus on the speakers rather than the receiver. The authors 

suggest that cultural dimensions can be useful for the explanation of the difference between 

the Japanese speaker and the American speaker. 

Participants in Study 2 (322 Americans, 312 Japanese) and in Study 3 (200 

Americans, 217 Japanese) filled out one of four versions of a questionnaire designed to assess 

their perceptions of face threats associated with favor asking. The findings of Study 2 and 3 

revealed that Japanese repeated their apologies to reduce the perceptions of face threats; 

whereas, Americans repeated their thanks. Lee et al. (2012) reported that although repeated 

apologies reduced various face threats among Japanese, repeated thanks seemed not to reduce 

the face threats associated with favor-asking for each culture. Japanese seemed to consider a 

message with repeated apologies as reducing more face threats while Americans seemed not 

to think a message with repeated thanks reduces face threats. The authors suggest that if 

Americans prefer to use “an apology” followed by “thank you” instead of including only 

“thank you” when asking a Japanese for a favor, they may be more attuned to the cultural 

norms of Japan. The findings of this study regarding cultural preferences in the usage of 

apologies and thanks between Japanese and Americans indicate that people from diverse 

cultures may favor different speech acts for various reasons. 

The problem of offering apology is one of the most important issues, which usually 

the corporations and authorities do not pay due attention to in Iran. An apology must get 

along with responsibility and promise to change the damaged situation. Since simply offering 

an apology and saying “I’m sorry” may smooth the relations, but if there is no responsibility, 

then the apology is not useful and efficient, and the result is to damage the relationships 

(Darby & Schlenker, 1982). Apology plays a key role in business communication, intergroup 

forgiveness and reestablishment. It improves the mutual respect between the corporations and 

customers (Lazare, 2004; Smith, 2008; Tavuchis, 1991). 

 This research was conducted because one of the problems among Iranian managers is 

the point that apology is not usually offered by them, and if it  is done, they do not take 

responsibility, also instead of apologizing, they justify the problem or shift the mistake onto 

another shoulder; for instance, on Shahrivar 18th 1392 (Sep., 9th, 2013),  44 passengers were 

killed in a bus accident called “Skanya” on the way of Tehran-Qom highway at 10:45pm, 

then the bus caught fire due to a technical problem, but there was no acceptance of 

responsibility on  behalf of the managers and authorities of that company, while apology in 

other counties; such as, Japan receives the due attention by authorities and corporations. 

Therefore, if we try to enhance the culture of apology among the people and authorities, not 

only does it increase the trust of people and customers, which results in the growth of 
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economy, but also the customers would be faithful against the companies and be good 

advertisers for their products.   

Therefore, the present study has compared Iranian and Japanese managers and 

authorities who are in charge of the companies in the way of implying apology regarding 

whether the two groups apologize with responsibility or not; moreover, if they keep their 

promise and responsibility after offering an apology or not.  

In line with the above mentioned problems and for the purpose of this study, the 

following questions have been posed: 

1. Does Iranian auto-company managers’ culture of apology differ from that of Japanese 

managers in presenting the services and guarantees?  

2. Do Iranian auto-company managers express apology with more responsibility or Japanese 

managers in terms of offering services and guarantees? 

 

Based on these two research questions, there are two null hypotheses: 

H01. Iranian auto-company managers’ culture of apology does not differ from Japanese 

managers in representing the services and guarantees.  

H02. Neither Iranian auto-company managers nor Japanese managers express apology with 

more responsibility in offering services and guarantees. 

 

III. METHODOLOGY 

A.  Participants 

The participants of this study were 60 auto managers, consisted of 30 Iranian and 30 

Japanese managers. They had 10 or more years’ experience and studied mechanical 

engineering or management in university. 

The questionnaires were administered to both groups, but Iranian participants only 

took part in interviews and Japanese group did not participate in interview in person because 

of unavailability, so they answered questionnaire via email. Fifteen Iranian managers 

attended the interview. These two groups, based on what they claimed, keep track of the news 

and cultural diversities via social networks; such as Internet, TV and, etc., so they are familiar 

with the subject and know whatever happens in the world.   

 

B. Instruments 

Two instruments were used for data collection: 1) a Discourse Completion Task 

(DCT), and 2) interview questions. In order to investigate how Iranian and Japanese 

manager’s styles of apology differ, a survey questionnaire consisting of 2 situations has been 

developed, which measured managers’ perceptions of the verbal and non-verbal components 

of apology. Furthermore, the researcher had given both the English and the Persian 

questionnaire to professors of English language at Najafabad and Isfahan Universities for 
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review to insure the accuracy of the translation, and had taken their comments into 

consideration. 

In order to ensure some sort of validity and reliability, the questionnaire was pilot 

tested. The piloting phase of the study was conducted with 15 top managers. The main study 

was conducted after piloting and revising the items in two situations. The questionnaires were 

distributed among 30 Iranian managers at auto companies in Isfahan and Tehran, and 30 

Japanese managers answered the questionnaires at Toyota and Mazda companies in Japan 

through email because of unavailability. After distributing the questionnaires among the 

participants and collecting the required data, the analytical procedures were employed to 

answer the research questions. The questionnaires were analyzed through the Statistical 

Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 21 (IBM Corp., Released 2012). The Cronbach 

alpha Coefficient reliability of the questionnaire was .87. Needless to say, the aforementioned 

questionnaire enjoys an acceptable reliability. The survey questionnaire was also submitted to 

some experts and professors at university and it was reported as valid. 

 

C. Procedure  

Iranian managers and authorities were working for Iran Khodro Company. Japanese 

managers were working for Toyota and Mazda. Each Japanese participant received an email 

with an introduction of the study and provision of a survey link. The Japanese participants 

completed a survey questionnaire via email. The Iranian participants completed the DCT. 

After analyzing survey data, one group interview (Iranians) was conducted to discover factors 

that were associated with participants’ evaluations of the apology. Among the sample, 15 

participants from the Iranian group were invited to an interview to provide participants with 

the freedom to express themselves.  The group interview was conducted in Persian because 

they were not able to speak English fluently. Each session was audio taped and later 

transcribed.  

As the researcher was aware of the ethics behind the research activity, managers were 

clearly informed about the aims of the study, its procedure, the process involved in the 

confidentiality, and security of information. The questionnaires were anonymous. The 

researcher assured the managers that all data collected would be coded to protect their 

identity and privacy. In order to avoid pressure while managers were completing the 

questionnaire, the researcher left the room and returned back to collect the questionnaires 

after 30 minutes. 

 

D. Data Analysis 

To analyze the data collected in the current study, the Statistical Package for Social 

Sciences (SPSS), version 21 (IBM Corp., Released 2012) was applied. The data analysis 

included the descriptive statistics for the questionnaire. Such descriptive statistics as 

frequency counts and percentages were used to illustrate the answers.  Then chi-square 

analysis was employed to find out if there was any difference between the two groups of 

managers. The statistical procedure was illustrated through relevant tables, and diagrams. 
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Two types of analysis were carried out on the data collection; one was quantitative analysis, 

which was used to gather data from DCT. The other was qualitative analysis which was used 

to get in-depth perception data from interviews.  

The answers of 60 Iranian and Japanese auto company managers to a DCT provided 

the data for this study. The instances of apologies under each described circumstance were 

counted, and made ready for statistical analysis. 

 

IV. RESULTS 

A. Results of the First Research Question 

The first research question of the study asked “Does Iranian auto-company managers’ 

culture of apology differ from that of Japanese in presenting the services and guarantees?” To 

find an answer to this question, the Iranian and Japanese managers’ responses to the first 

situation in the DCT were compared. The first situation was: Your auto catches fire as a 

result of inappropriate quality related to fuel line. The high pressure flowing through the pipe 

cannot bear it so that the pipe breaks apart and gasoline goes over the wires; consequently, 

this technical error makes the fire in the car and causes a lot of financial damages to the 

buyer. In this situation which of the following choices would you perform to the customer? 

(a) I offer my apology and pay for the damages, (b) I apologize, but I won’t pay for the 

damages, (c) I won’t offer my apology, (d) I do not consider myself a perpetrator and don’t 

take responsibility for it, and (e) other. The obtained frequencies for different answers by 

Iranian and Japanese managers are displayed in Table 1.  

 

Table 1: Frequency of Apology Strategies Related to Presenting Services and Guarantees 

 I offer my 

apology and 

pay for the 

damages 

I apologize, 

but don’t pay 

for the 

damages 

I won’t offer 

my apologies 

I don’t consider 

myself a perpetrator 

and don’t take 

responsibility for it 

Other 

Japanese 

Iranian 

25 

9 

3 

6 

0 

0 

0 

12 

2 

3 

 

In Table 1, it could be easily noticed that except for the middle choice (i.e. I won’t 

offer my apologies) all the other choices featured a difference between the Japanese and 

Iranian managers. The differences are sometimes as big as 16 (in the case of the leftmost 

choice in Table 1) or as small as one (in the case of the rightmost choice). Pearson Chi-square 

test was conducted to find out whether or not Iranian managers differed significantly from 

Japanese managers with regard to apologizing and presenting services and guarantees. Table 

2 shows the results of the Chi-square. 
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Table 2: Chi-Square Results for Comparing Iranian and Japanese Managers for 

Apology Strategies Related to Presenting Services and Guarantees 

 Value df Asymp. Sig. 

(2-tailed) 

Pearson Chi-Square 

Likelihood Ratio 

Linear-by-Linear Association 

N of Valid Cases 

20.72 

25.69 

14.36 

60 

3 

3 

1 

 

.000 

.000 

.000 

 

The p value under the Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) column in front of Pearson Chi-square 

was less than the specified level of significance (i.e. .000 < .05), indicating that the difference 

between the frequencies of different apology strategies used by Japanese and Iranian managers 

was statistically significant. The obtained results are also graphically shown in Figure 1. 

 

 

Figure 1: Comparing Iranian and Japanese Managers for Apology Strategies Related to 

Presenting Services and Guarantees 

 

In Figure 1, A refers to ‘I offer my apology and pay for the damages ‘, B to ‘I 

apologize, but don’t pay for the damages’, C to ‘I won’t offer my apologies’, D to ‘I don’t 

consider myself a perpetrator and don’t take responsibility for it’ and finally E to ‘Other’. The 

differences between Iranian and Japanese managers’ use of different strategies is evident in 

all the choices (except for C where both Iranian and Japanese managers’ frequencies was 

zero). In the case of offering apology and paying for the damage (case A), Japanese managers 

conspicuously surpassed their Iranian counterparts. On the other hand, as for not considering 

themselves a perpetrator and not taking responsibility for a damage, Iranian managers 

substantially exceeded the Japanese ones. In the cases of apologizing but not paying for the 
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damage as well as using other strategies, higher frequencies were recorded for Iranians; these 

differences, however, were not as considerable as the preceding ones. 

 

B. Results of the Second Research Question 

The second research question of the study was “Do Iranian auto-company managers 

express apology with more responsibility or Japanese in offering services and guarantees?” 

To figure out an answer to this question, the Iranian and Japanese managers’ responses to the 

second situation in the DCT were compared. The second scenario was: A few buses of your 

auto company have caught fire spontaneously due to a technical problem (the connection 

made in the box) inside the fuse box located in front and the passengers are killed or terribly 

injured because of that technical error. Which of the following choices would you do as an 

authority or manager? (a) I offer my apology and pay for the loss of life and financial 

damages, (b) I avoid taking responsibility for it, (c) I express my sympathy and send a 

condolence letter to the offended family, (d) I won’t apologize because we cannot bring them 

back to life, and (e) other. The obtained frequencies for different answers by Iranian and 

Japanese managers are displayed in Table 3.  

 

Table 3: Frequency of Apology Strategies Related to Responsibility for Offering Services and 

Guarantees 

 I offer my 

apology, pay for 

the loss of life and 

financial damages 

and also send a 

condolence letter 

I avoid taking 

responsibility 

for it 

Only I express 

my sympathy 

and send a 

condolence 

letter to the 

offended family 

I won’t apologize 

because we cannot 

bring them to life 

Other 

Japanese 

Iranian 

28 

3 

0 

1 

2 

10 

0 

10 

2 

6 

 

According to Table 3, there were differences in all the choices between the Japanese 

and Iranian managers. Sometimes the differences were very considerable (as in the case of 

the leftmost choice in Table 3.) or only negligible (in the case of the second choice from left 

side). Pearson Chi-square test was run to figure out whether Iranian managers differed 

significantly from Japanese managers with regard to apologizing and taking responsibility for 

a defect. Table 4 displays the results of the Chi-square. 
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Table 4:  Chi-Square Results for Comparing Iranian and Japanese Managers for Apology 

Strategies Related to Taking Responsibility and Offering Services and Guarantees 

 Value df Asymp. Sig. 

(2-tailed) 

Pearson Chi-Square 

Likelihood Ratio 

N of Valid Cases 

38.47 

46.36 

62 

4 

4 

1 

.000 

.000 

 

 

The p value under the Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) column in front of Pearson Chi-square 

was less than the specified level of significance (i.e. .000 < .05), implying that the difference 

between the frequencies of different apology strategies used by Japanese and Iranian 

managers in respect to taking responsibility and offering services or guarantee was 

statistically significant. The obtained results are also graphically depicted in Figure 2. 

 

 

Figure 2: Comparing Iranian and Japanese Managers for Apology Strategies Related to 

Responsibility in Offering Services and Guarantees 

 

In Figure 2., A refers to ‘I offer my apology, pay for the loss of life and financial 

damages and also send a condolence letter’, B to ‘I avoid taking responsibility for it’, C to 

‘Only I express my sympathy and send a condolence letter to the offended family’, D to ‘I 

won’t apologize because we cannot bring them to life’ and finally E to ‘Other’. Conspicuous 

are the differences between Iranian and Japanese managers’ use of different strategies in all 

the choices. In the case of offering apology and paying for the loss of life (case A), Japanese 

managers considerably outscored the Iranian managers. Nonetheless, with regard to not 

taking responsibility (Case B), expressing sympathy and sending condolence letters (Case C), 
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not apologizing at all (Case D), and other apology strategies (Case E), Iranian managers more 

or less surpassed their Japanese counterparts. 

 

C. Results Obtained from the Interviews 

In order to elicit some data about the significance of apology styles between Iranian 

managers and Japanese, fifteen auto company managers were interviewed. 

The first interview question was, “(1) Your auto catches fire as a result of 

inappropriate quality related to fuel line. The high pressure flowing through the pipe cannot 

bear it so that the pipe breaks apart and gasoline goes over the wires; consequently, this 

technical error makes the fire in the car and causes a lot of financial damages to the buyer. 

In this situation would you offer your apology to the customer or not? If yes how?” Seven 

managers answered that they do not consider themselves perpetrator and avoid taking 

responsibility for it because if it is proven, the company runs into trouble and it is not reliable 

anymore. Five other managers answered that they do not take the responsibility since the 

company does not produce such equipment, they just assemble them. Three managers 

answered that they offer their apology, but do not pay for the damages because they believed 

that there is no persuasive reason for it and maybe it has happened as a result of costumers' 

carelessness. 

The second interview question was, “(2) A few buses of your auto company are 

caught fire spontaneously due to technical problem (the connection made in the box) inside 

the fuse box located in front and the passengers are killed or terribly injured because of that 

technical error. In this situation would you apologize as an authority or manager? If your 

answer is positive how?” Ten managers claimed that they express their sympathy and send a 

condolence letter for the families because paying for such damages costs a lot and leads the 

company into a terrible financial situation. Two managers answered that they avoid taking 

responsibility for it because by accepting the perpetration, they are sentenced and then 

punished. Three managers asserted that they try to pay for the ones who have lost their life or 

have been injured. 

 

V. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

This section provides a specific discussion for each research hypotheses. The results 

of data analysis are discussed below. 

1) This study examined two research hypotheses. The first research hypothesis: 

Iranian auto-company managers’ culture of apology does not differ from Japanese managers 

in representing the services and guarantees. The chi-square result showed that there was a 

significant difference between them; therefore, this hypothesis is rejected. Pearson Chi-square 

test was conducted and indicated that Iranian managers differed significantly from Japanese 

managers with regard to apologizing and presenting services and guarantees. In the case of 

offering apology and paying for the damage (case A), Japanese managers conspicuously 

surpassed their Iranian counterparts. On the other hand, as for not considering themselves a 
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perpetrator and not taking responsibility for damage, Iranian managers substantially exceeded 

the Japanese ones. Because in Japan apology has become part of their cultural norms and 

beliefs, also they have put a great value on apology culture. Therefore, apology culture is 

considered as a social investment in Japan.  In addition, the rules in Japan are so consistent 

that if the perpetrators do not offer apology with responsibility, they will be penalized. 

Another interesting finding is that Japanese are aware of law, and well educated, so they refer 

to the relevant organizations legally in this situation. While in Iran apology culture is not 

considered as a norm or social investment. Since the perpetrators think that if the wrong 

action is proven, they face to judicial issues and ultimately the clients distrust them, thus they 

are not able to sell their products.      

2) The second research hypotheses: neither Iranian auto-company managers nor 

Japanese managers express apology with more responsibility in offering services and 

guarantees. This hypothesis was rejected because the chi-square result showed that there was 

a significant difference between them in offering apology with more responsibility. The 

difference between the frequencies of different apology strategies used by Japanese and 

Iranian managers in respect to taking responsibility and offering services or guarantee was 

statistically significant. In the case of offering apology and paying for the loss of life, 

Japanese managers considerably outscored the Iranian managers. Nonetheless, with regard to 

not taking responsibility, expressing sympathy and sending condolence letters, not 

apologizing at all, and other apology strategies Iranian managers more or less surpassed their 

Japanese counterparts. The results showed that Japanese put a great value on responsibility 

rather than Iranians.  

It can be interpreted that the financial damages and penal code are the most important 

factors that Iranian managers do not consider themselves responsible and sometimes they 

only offer a simple apology. While in Japan, managers perform all their duties 

conscientiously. In other words, they are bound to moral and ethical considerations, 

particularly when they severity of the offence is genuinely high. Furthermore, the government 

has ethical obligation to pursue the matter and they do everything in their power to ensure 

that such a tragedy never happens again.  

This study is a research which intends to study cross cultural pragmatics, specifically 

apology as a speech act among Iranian and Japanese auto company managers. This study also 

attempts to find insight into interlanguage apology strategies. The findings of this study can 

contribute to pragmatics teaching curriculum and teaching materials development. The main 

findings of this study show that apologies are typical conversational routines in Japan. 

According to the findings from earlier research (Holmes, 1990; Intachakra, 2001; Márquez 

Reiter, 2000), apologies in English have a wide range of formulae.  

With regard to the severity of the offense, Japanese participants were well aware of 

whether or not to apologize and how to use suitable apology forms to meet the requirements 

of specific role relationships. The findings of the questionnaire survey are consistent with the 

results from the interview data. As far as the study is concerned, the severity of the offense 

has a significant impact on the production of apologies. In other words, it is an important 

determinant on choices of apology strategies. 
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When people communicate, it is necessary for them to be aware of the importance of 

pragmatics in communicative interaction; otherwise, miscommunication and communication 

failure occur and can affect interpersonal relationship and peaceful coexistence, particularly 

in an intercultural context. On this basis, the study on the speech act of apology was 

conducted. It has provided significant insights into intercultural discourse of pragmatics. It is 

hoped that the insights from this study make some contributions to research in applied 

sociolinguistics in general. 
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