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Seems as though personal apologies might be a little easier than a business apology. In 
my opinion, that's because we normally know the person fairly well in the personal 
setting and can figure out what to say and do a little easier. And often we can even send 
candy, flowers or something else in a bribery fashion so to speak.  

However, when something happens in a business setting and the customer is IRATE 
and is in need of an apology, that's a different story. In many cases we don't get to meet 
all of our customers and if we do it's normally on a pretty limited basis. Most of the time 
it's a phone call. And then, of course, even if we are more familiar with the business 
customer, where is that line in the sand? Dare we cross over it?  

For an apology in the business arena, we suggest using the word APOLOGIZE. It's a 
classier word; raises the bar. To just be 'sorry' for something can easily diminish the 
effectiveness of the apology.  

"Mr. Smith, I apologize for sending the wrong invoice. That's got to be very frustrating."  

To simply push it away with, "Sorry about sending the wrong invoice" takes the 
sensitivity and meaningfulness away.  

And what if you're not wrong and the customer still perceives you as wrong? Do you still 
need to apologize? Of course you do. It doesn't matter if you're right or wrong. When 
the customer perceives you're wrong, you're wrong.  

And for those who say "the customer is always right," we ask you to change that to the 
mentality we use, "the customer always thinks they're right." And that's the perception 
we need to deal with.  

Timing of Apology  

The immediacy of an apology is key. Whichever you use, I'm sorry or I apologize, do not 
delay. The sooner those words are used, the closer they are to the happening, the more 
effective they are.  

Don't wait to say I'm sorry or I apologize. They're like please and thank you. Important 
and very relevant.  

Easy Rule of Thumb on When to Use Which Word  

You're SORRY when you step on someone's toes. (A human emotion)  

We APOLOGIZE when the customer is unhappy. He perceives we have done 
something wrong; we failed. (An incident)  

Ineffective Apologies  
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You hear it all the time, "Sorry 'bout that." That's a cliché;  not an apology. Lose it.  

Say it fully: I'm sorry I gave you the wrong change. Sorry 'bout that doesn't cut it.  

Nancy Friedman is president of Telephone Doctor Customer Service Training 
headquartered in St Louis, MO. Nancy has been a featured speaker at several dental 
conferences around the area. You can email or call Nancy and get a complimentary 
demo of her in action by emailing her at nancy@telephonedoctor.com or calling 
314.291.1012. 
 
 


