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Abstract 

Apologies are defined as expressive illocutionary speech acts, 
transactions to balance between the speakers after a certain damage has been 
done. In order to maintain the social equilibrium, apologies renew the feeling of 
solidarity, cooperation and trust. The affected image of the participants in  the 
conversation stops them to function in the discourse as equal members, thus the 
apology would serve as admitting the mistake, regret after the damage has been 
made and sympathy for the offended. The speaker who has made a social 
offence, has a range of strategies to perform the speech act of apologizing-from 
explanation and account, to offer of damage repair. Considering the differences 
between English and Macedonian, in order to point out and contrast the elements 
and strategies while performing the apology, we wanted to explore various 
patterns of this speech act. A range of socially accepted patterns were expected 
to prove that whatever the context is, there are systematic differences between 
the two languages, as well as certain general similarities in discourse. The project 
undertaken was to contribute to the intercultural pragmatics and communication. 
The survey examined six different contexts of misbalance and face-threatening 
situations, between participants with different/similar level of power-friends, 
acquaintances and strangers. Differences and similarities were pointed out, 
especially awareness of face-threatening, focusing on the external factors, as 
well as responsibility and attempt to lessen the offence. 

Key words: speech act, apology, strategies, regret, excuse 

Introduction 

In order to explore the speech act patterns of  apologies in Macedonian 
compared to ones in English, this research project was based on the paper 
“Requests and Apologies: A Cross-Cultural study of Speech Act patterns 
(CCARP)” by Blum-Kulka and Olshtain.  

The goals of the project were to examine the speech acts of  apologizing  
and to define the strategies used in the speech patterns as well as to  explore the 
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degree of their usage in different contexts, comparing them to the most common 
counterparts in English.  
 The total number of informants was 24. They were professors at an 
elementary school and at University aged 30-50.  They were required to complete 
6 discourses with an apology. How the procedure went and the analysis and the 
results are described in detail later in the paper. 

Apologies 
Language is about performing social interactions. Behind every exchange 

of utterance lies a communicative function, a force which is realized through a 
certain speech act.  

As one of the illocutionary acts, the definition of apology is broad ,  as is 
its role in language transaction, being multidirectional and multidimensional. 

The word  derives from the Greek root 'logos', meaning 'speech' or 'word'. 
Though originally associated with a formal justification, apology also refers to 
remarks made following an injury, whether intentional or unintentional. 

Apologies have been defined as transactions involving "a bid to change 
the balance sheet of the relation between S and H" (Leech 1983: 125). That is, 
apologies constitute attempts to restore the imbalance created in the relationship 
of the interlocutors by speaker committing an offence adversely affecting the 
hearer. Therefore, apologies are considered remedial interchanges aiming to 
restore and maintain social equilibrium, since they allow "the participants to go 
on their way, if not with satisfaction that matters are closed, then at least with the 
right to act as if they feel that matters are closed and that ritual equilibrium has 
been restored" (Goffman 1971: 140). 

This remedial nature highlights the social character of apologizing and 
links it to issues of face-threat and face-preservation. Against this backdrop, 
Brown and Levinson (1987: 187) classify apologies as negative politeness 
strategies, aiming at protecting the negative face of the addressee whose rights, 
property or freedom of action have been threatened or violated by the offensive 
act. Moreover, they (1987: 68) consider apologies threatening the speaker's 
positive aspect of face, since apologizing involves the speaker’s admission that 
they are at fault for an offence they regret. 

With respect to the offender's face needs, it can be claimed that the 
offence has damaged their positive face endangering their image as a likeable and 
reliable member of the group. Finally, the negative aspect of their face is also 
harmed, since the burden of the offensive act prevents them from acting freely 
and communicating openly until the good reputation has been restored. Therefore, 
apologies are considered multidirectional acts, in the sense that can attend to both 
aspects of both interlocutors' face.  
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An admission of fault and responsibility are essential components of the 
apology when the interlocutor's behaviour violates a social norm. When an action 
or utterance (or the lack of either one) has resulted in offense, the offender needs 
to apologize. As a consequence one deals with two parties: an apologizer and a 
recipient of apology; the act depends on whether the person who caused the 
infraction perceives himself/herself as an apologizer. The act of 'apologizing' 
requires an action or an utterance which is intended to set things right. 

Strategies  
According to Olshtain & Cohen (1983) there are several strategies which 

can make up an apology irrespective of politeness orientation and other culturally 
specific issues: explicit use of an illocutionary force indicating device (IFID), an 
explanation or account for the offence, an offer of repair, a promise of forbearance 
and an expression of concern for the offended. Due to the different levels of 
severity of the offences that call for an apology, it was noted by Blum-Kulka et 
al. (1989) that different forms of apology intensification may be employed. These 
can be of two main types:  

a) internal intensifiers that are included in the IFID and  
b) external ones, such as expressing concern for the hearer.  
It is also widely acknowledged that not all of these strategies occur in an 

apology at the same time and that their selection and combinations depend on 
various factors, such as the severity of the offence and the degrees of power and 
social distance existing between interlocutors (see e.g. Olshtain & Cohen 1989; 
Ogiermann 2009).  

The following section lists the most common strategies for apologising 
with examples from the undertaken survey and compared to their English 
counterparts: 

1.Illocutionary Force Indicating Devices 
It is the most direct realization of apology which can be done by an 

explicit illocutionary force indicating device, henceforth (IFID), sometimes also 
referred to as a statement of remorse, a pre-formulated, or ritualistic apology In 
this formula, an apology is performed by the offender directly. The offender uses 
an apology verb such as 'apologize', 'be sorry', 'forgive', 'excuse', or 'pardon' 

МК: Извинете, Простете, Се извинувам 
2. Explanation/Accounts 
The specifics of an explanation or account are any external mitigating 

circumstances, ‘objective’ reasons for the violation, e.g. The traffic was terrible” 
constitutes an account or explanation. 
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S intends to justify the offence as resulting from external factors over 
which s/he has no (or very little) control, then an explanation or account of the 
situation fulfils the function of an apology. Such an explanation may be explicitly 
related to the offence or it may present the 'state of affairs' in a general way, thus 
relating implicitly to the offence. 

A speaker  may try to mitigate his/her guilt by giving an explanation or 
account of the situation. 

МК: Заборавив, Во гужва бев, Имам добра причина 
3. Acknowledgement of Responsibility 
When using acknowledgement of responsibility as a strategy, the speaker 

is using a face-threatening act to express their belief in the necessity of an apology 
by overly admitting their relationship with the act (Blum-Kulka, et al.1989) 

The sub-categories for this strategy may be placed on a continuum from 
strong self-humbling on S's part to a complete and blunt denial of responsibility. 
Thus, the acceptance of responsibility would be viewed by H as an apology, while 
denial of responsibility would be intended as S's rejection of the need to 
apologize. 
 

3.1 Explicit self-blame, e.g. It is my fault/my mistake 
МК: Јас сум виновен, Моја грешка 

 
3.2 Lack of intent, e.g. I didn’t mean it 
МК: Не беше намерно, Непредвидливи работи се случуваат, 

Сосема случајно, Се случи по грешка. 
3.3 Expression of self-deficiency, e.g. I was confused/I didn’t see 

you 
МК: Безобразно од моја страна, Неодоговорен сум, 

Професионална деформација 
3.4 Expression of embarrassment, e.g. I feel awful about it 
MK: Ужасно се чувствувам, Многу ми е жал, Жалам 
3.5 Justify the hearer, Recognizing the Other Person as 

Deserving Apology.  
 e.g. You're right to blame me.  
МК: Во право си, Се надевам не се лутиш многу 
4. Compensation/Reparation; Offer of repair 
i specified: e.g. I'll pay for the damage 
ii unspecified: e.g. I’ll see what I can do  
The apology strategy of compensation/reparation gives the apologizer an 

opportunity to repair the situation by offering some type of compensation. 
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Speakers may attempt to repair or pay for the damage resulted from 
his/her infraction.'Repair' may be offered in its literal sense or as an offer to pay 
for the damage. In situations in which actual repair is not possible (not 
wanted,etc.), the apologizer may offer some kind of 'compensatory' action or 
'tribute' to the complainer. 

МК: Ке ја купам книгата; Ке ги избришам белешките 
5. Promise not to repeat offense/ promise of forbearance 
By using the strategy of promising not to repeat the offense, subjects 

explicitly stated that the event would not occur again in a future time. 
When 'apologizing', the speaker takes responsibility by expressing 

regret and he/she will be expected to behave in a consistent fashion and not to 
repeat the act for which she/he has just apologized for .In this respect , apologies 
seem to be related not only to future behaviour , an apologizer can promise 
either never to perform the offence in question again , or to improve his/her 
behaviour in a number of ways.Such responses are often signaled by the 
performative verb 'promise', for example:  

It won't happen again , I promise. 
МК: Нема да се повтори. Никогаш повеќе. 
6 Apology intensification 
The use of intensifiers in the apology do just that, they intensify, or make 

stronger an individual’s apology usually through an addition of a word, most 
commonly “very”, “really”, and “so”. An example of an intensifier used in an 
apology would be, “I am very sorry” 

6.1 An intensifying expression within the IFID 
i:adverbials: I'm very ... sorry 
ii: repetition (or double intensifier): (I'm terribly,terribly sorry) 

 
МК: Многу, навистина, леле, длабоко, од се срце, уште еднаш, ептен 
6.2 Expressing explicit concern for the hearer—externally to the IFID 

In expressing concern for the hearer, the speaker is explicitly 
showing a sense of worry for the hearer, i.e. “I’m really sorry ma’am, are 
you alright?” Have you been waiting long? 
6.3 .Humour 
Sometimes speakers  use humorous comments employed to lessen the 
offensive act and pacify the hearer . 
МК: Ајде, честам ручек! Те честам кафе! 
 Assessment questionnaire 
 

For defining the speech patterns of the apologies in Macedonian we used  6 
situations for eliciting apologies. The situations used were the following: 
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damaging a book from a library ;misplacing a professor’s book; taking somebody 
else's belongings by mistake; unintentionally hurting a stranger; being  late for 
an appointment with a friend; not keeping a promise to a friend. 

The main instrument for data collection was a DCT (see Blum-Kulka et 
al. 1989) designed to elicit speech acts in six different situations, all  of which 
were designed to elicit apologies. 
   Situation 1, the subject has forgotten to erase the notes written on the 
margins of the book pages, which was borrowed from the library. The addressee 
is the librarian. 
   Situation 2, the subject has borrowed a book from a professor, but doesn’t 
remember its whereabouts. 
   Situation 3, the subject has picked up a wrong suitcase at the airport. 
   Situation 4, the subject has unintentionally hurt a stranger on a bus. 
   Situation 5, the subject has arranged a meeting with a friend, but has 
completely forgotten about it. 
   Situation 6, the subject doesn’t keep a given promise to a friend, which 
might lead to serious consequences.  

Thus, while the third and forth, as well the fifth and the sixth situations 
were symmetrical in the sense that they involve familiarity/non-familiarity(i.e. 
apologize to a complete stranger)  and no power difference (-P, -D), the first and 
second  ones were asymmetrical, since they involve distance and power (+P, +D) 

Procedure. 

The questionnaires we handed on 15.06.2015 and collected on 
26.06.2015.  

The analysis of the results was based on a coding scheme prepared in 
collaboration by the research team. The coding scheme consisted of categories 
and subcategories were defined on the basis of general theoretical considerations 
as well as previous work by the members of the team. Furthermore the scheme 
was refined and modified to fit the data yielded in the target language. We used 
judgment samples and convenience samples i.e. non-probability sampling.  
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 Results from the questionnaire 

Situation 1: You borrow a book from the library and while reading it you make 
some comments which you forget to erase. The librarian notices the comments 
and complains about them.   

 

 

In the first situation 36% of the participants used IFIDs, 29% offered to 
compensate for the offence, 6% accepted the responsibility, 13% tried to give  
reasons for the offence. The most common IFIDs used in this situation were: Се 
извинувам,Простете, Извинете,Извинете, ве молам, Жал ми е. The most 
common offer of repair was : Ке ја вратам книгата, Ке ги избришам 
белешките, Ке купам нова книга-most of the participant offered to repair the 
damage. The ways of explaining were- Заборавив, Не внимавав. 
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   Situation 1, the subject has forgotten to erase the notes written on the margins of the book 
pages, which was borrowed from the library. The addressee is the librarian. 
   Situation 2, the subject has borrowed a book from a professor, but doesn’t remember its 
whereabouts. 
   Situation 3, the subject has picked up a wrong suitcase at the airport. 
   Situation 4, the subject has unintentionally hurt a stranger on a bus. 
   Situation 5, the subject has arranged a meeting with a friend, but has completely forgotten 
about it. 
   Situation 6, the subject doesn’t keep a given promise to a friend, which might lead to serious 
consequences.  
 

Thus, while the third and forth, as well the fifth and the sixth situations were symmetrical in 
the sense that they involve familiarity/non-familiarity(i.e. apologize to a complete stranger)  and no 
power difference (-P, -D), the first and second  ones were asymmetrical, since they involve distance 
and power (+P, +D) 

Procedure. 

The questionnaires we handed on 15.06.2015 and collected on 26.06.2015.  

The analysis of the results was based on a coding scheme prepared in collaboration by the research 
team. The coding scheme consisted of categories and subcategories were defined on the basis of 
general theoretical considerations as well as previous work by the members of the team. Furthermore 
the scheme was refined and modified to fit the data yielded in the target language. We used judgment 
samples and convenience samples i.e. non-probability sampling.  
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Situation 1: You borrow a book from the library and while reading it you make some comments 
which you forget to erase. The librarian notices the comments and complains about them.  

 

In the first situation 36% of the participants used IFIDs, 29% offered to compensate for the 
offence, 6% accepted the responsibility, 13% tried to give  reasons for the offence. The most common 
IFIDs used in this situation were: Се извинувам,Простете, Извинете,Извинете, ве молам, Жал 
ми е. The most common offer of repair was : Ке ја вратам книгата, Ке ги избришам белешките, 
Ке купам нова книга-most of the participant offered to repair the damage. The ways of explaining 
were- Заборавив, Не внимавав. 
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Situation 2: Borrowed book from a professor 

You have borrowed a book from a professor. Now you are supposed to give it 
back to him, but you cannot remember where you put it.  
 

 

In the second situation, most of the participants used IFIDs -52%, and a 
very large number gave reasons and explained, somehow even tried to insert 
additional mitigating circumstances for the offence. Most common explanations 
were: Заборавив,Не се сеќавам. The most common offers to repair were: Ке ја 
заменам со нова, Ке ја донесам утре/на наредната средба. None of the 
participants showed embarrassment or justified the hearer i.e. the complainer. 
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you are holding and you realise that it is not yours.  
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Situation 3: Taking somebody else’s belongings by mistake 
You are in the baggage reclaim area and pick up your suitcase from the 

conveyor system. A woman approaches you and says that you have picked up her 
suitcase. You look at the suitcase that you are holding and you realise that it is 
not yours.  

 

 

In the third situation 16% of the participants gave reasons and explained 
the offence. The most common explanation was: Имаме ист, сличен, 
идентичен куфер, Преморен сум, расеан сум, Под стрес сум, Имав тежок 
лет, which can also be seen as acknowledgement of responsibility, even self-
depreciation. Lack of intent was also very common i.e. Не 
видов,Случајно,Забуна, По грешка. 5 % used intensifiers-Леле, многу, 
навистина,Ох,Е,Уште еднаш 
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Situation 4: Hurting a stranger unintentionally 
You have placed your shopping bag on the luggage rack of a crowded 

bus. When the bus brakes, your bag falls down and hits another passenger 
 

 

In the fourth situation nearly 50% of the overall number of responses 
were explicit IFIDs, since the situation is specific and the degree of offence is 
high. Most common IFIDs were-Извинете, Жалам, Ве молам, Се извинувам, 
Многу ми е жал,Простете. Nearly 13% of responses involved concern for the 
well-being of the hearer, with expressions such as: Дали сте добро, Како ви е, 
Дали сте повредени. Lack of intent and promise of forbearance were present in 
very few responses. 
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In the third situation 16% of the participants gave reasons and explained the offence. The 
most common explanation was: Имаме ист, сличен, идентичен куфер, Преморен сум, расеан сум, 
Под стрес сум, Имав тежок лет, which can also be seen as acknowledgement of responsibility, 
even self-depreciation. Lack of intent was also very common i.e. Не видов,Случајно,Забуна, По 
грешка. 5 % used intensifiers-Леле, многу, навистина,Ох,Е,Уште еднаш 

Situation 4: Hurting a stranger unintentionally 

You have placed your shopping bag on the luggage rack of a crowded bus. When the bus 
brakes, your bag falls down and hits another passenger 
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A friend arranged to meet you in order to get some notes from you to study for an exam. She waited 
for an hour but you didn't show up. She calls you up and you say to her:
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Situation 5: Late for an appointment with a friend. 

A friend arranged to meet you in order to get some notes from you to study for 
an exam. She waited for an hour but you didn't show up. She calls you up and 
you say to her: 

 

 

In the fifth situation 29% of the responses were explicit IFIDs. 18% of 
the participants gave reasons and explanations for the offence. Most common 
were: Ми се случи нешто непријатно,Ме фати гужва во сообраќај, Имам 
добра причина, Бев спречен,Непредвидена ситуација ме спречи, Имав 
проблеми, Имав работа. Intensifiers used –Навистина, Непријатно, Од се 
срце, Ужасно ми е, which can also be treated as embarrassment. Some of the 
participants used humor to lessen the offence, integrated in the offer of repair, or 
used separately. Few of the responses were- Честам кафе, Ручекот е на моја 
сметка. 
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Situation 6: Not keeping a promise to a friend 
Your friend is sick and can’t go to university today. However, she has to hand in 
her seminar paper. She asks you if you could do her a favour and hand in the 
paper to the professor. You promise to do it. The next day she phones you and as 
you pick up the telephone and see her number you realise that you have forgotten 
all about it. She asks you if you have handed the paper in. In response you say: 

 

 In the sixth situation, the most responses -27% included offer of repair, 
i.e. Ке ја предадам утре, Што можам да сторам, Ке му се јавам на 
професорот,Сметај ја работата завршена, Веднаш ке ја поправам 
грешката, Како да го решиме проблемот, Ке се снајдеме..Responses which 
included explicit acknowledgement of responsibility were: Сосема 
заборавив,Изумив. There were a few interesting responses with a certain degree 
of embarrassment-5%, even humor to pacify the hearer. 
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In the fifth situation 29% of the responses were explicit IFIDs. 18% of the participants gave 
reasons and explanations for the offence. Most common were: Ми се случи нешто непријатно,Ме 
фати гужва во сообраќај, Имам добра причина, Бев спречен,Непредвидена ситуација ме 
спречи, Имав проблеми, Имав работа. Intensifiers used –Навистина, Непријатно, Од се срце, 
Ужасно ми е, which can also be treated as embarrassment. Some of the participants used humor to 
lessen the offence, integrated in the offer of repair, or used separately. Few of the responses were- 
Честам кафе, Ручекот е на моја сметка. 
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Your friend is sick and can’t go to university today. However, she has to hand in her seminar paper. 
She asks you if you could do her a favour and hand in the paper to the professor. You promise to do it. 
The next day she phones you and as you pick up the telephone and see her number you realise that 
you have forgotten all about it. She asks you if you have handed the paper in. In response you say: 
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the hearer. 

General results from the questionnaire: 

 

Explicit use od 
IFID
22%

Intensification
7%

Explicit 
acknowl. of 

responsibility
24%

Self-depreciation 
5%

Lack of Intent 
2%

Embarassment
5%

Offer of repair
27%

Promise of 
forebearance

1%

Humour
1%

Concern for 
the hearer

6%

122 21 47 42 11 23 3 7 69 6 4 12
0

20
40
60
80

100
120
140 Overall results



 – 875 –

Прва меѓународна научна конференција
Первая международная научная конференция
First International Scientific Conference 

   ФИЛКО
   FILKO

General results from the questionnaire: 

 

The overall result grid shows the most common and the least used 
strategies for apologizing. It is evident that Macedonian speakers tend to use 
direct and formulaic expressions-IFIDs in most situations, as a conventionally 
and socially accepted way to response to a complaint and initiate an apology. A 
very high number of responses included an offer to repair the damage, which 
elaborates the socially accepted style of attempts for compensating, as well as 
giving reasons and explanations for the offence, which implies that the act of 
apology in Macedonian tends to be treated as a highly face-threatening act. 
Surprisingly, very few of the responses included self-depreciation and justifying 
the hearer, which demonstrates a high level of concern on speaker’s behalf in 
terms of saving their own face. 

 Conclusion  
There are a number of different factors which affect the S's decision to 

apologize in order to  restore the H's face, even at high cost to S's face, such as 
the degree of violation or the seriousness of the offence or cultural, personal, and 
contextual elements. 

Culturally, for instance, coming late to a meeting might be perceived as 
a less serious offence in Macedonian and therefore, as a group, will tend to 
apologize less intensely in this situation i. e. 19 of the participants used IFID’s, 
13 gave an explanation, 3 of them tried to lessen the offence in a humorous way, 
but most of them didn’t take the offence seriously i.e. none of the participants 
self-depreciated, justified the hearer’s complaint or showed concern for them. 

The degree of violation as perceived by the S is also under consideration-
mostly linked to the social parameters like distance and power. Most of the 
participants showed a high degree of concern towards offending a more powerful 
person (i.e professor) in which 80% offered to repair the offensive act, 74 % tried 
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to explain/ involve an external mitigating circumstance (somehow as a denial of 
responsibility) 

Whereas in symmetrical cases with familiarity, surprisingly, a very high 
percentage of participants admitted their responsibility, offered to repair, even 
showed concern for the hearer. 

Based on different functions of the speech act of 'apologizing', a broad 
definition of an apology can be summarized, as being culturally determined and 
regarding Macedonian speakers, as that an apology is a speech act addressed to 
the hearer's face-needs and intended to remedy an offense for which the 
apologizer takes responsibility, and thus to restore good relationship between the 
apologizer and the hearer. 
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