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Restoration of Trust by Apology:
Examination of its Exacerbating Effect

Ken-ichi OHBUCHI, Emi ATSUMI, and Takehiro YAMAMOTO

People who have committed social violations often give verbal accounts to
others in order to repair interpersonal trust among them. Although research has
demonstrated that apology, among other types of accounts, is the most effective
in restoration of trust, Kim et al. (2004) found, in an experimental study using
American students, an exacerbating effect of apology: trust was repaired when
mistrusted persons apologized for violations concerning matters of competence but
denied culpability for violations concerning matters of integrity. Kim et al. explained
the effect referring to Reeder and Brewer’s (1979) schematic model of dispositional
attribution assuming that people put more weights on positive cues in the evaluation
of competence of an actor, while more weights on negative cues in the evaluation of
integrity. The purposes of the present study was to replicate Kim et al.’s finding with
a Japanese sample in the same trust violation situation (job interview) and further to
explore the cognitive processes underlying the effect by examining a hypothesis that
a positive effect of apology in competence-based trust violation would be mediated
by the evaluation of competence while a negative effect of apology in integrity-
based trust violation would be mediated by the evaluation of integrity. An additional
purpose was to attempt to generalize the exacerbating effect of apology by examining
participants’ reactions to trust violations in a different situation (ordering mistake).
Participants were 65 male Japanese university students. They were presented with
two episodes (job interview and ordering mistake) depicting social violations on PC
in one of four experimental conditions in which male actors committed violations
concerning matters of either competence or integrity and gave either an apology or
a justification (non-apology). After each episode, the participants rated competence
and integrity of the actor and trust toward him. The analysis of responses in the job

interview episode showed the exacerbating effect, replicating Kim et al.” finding, but
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the hypothesis of schematic model was not supported. Instead, the positive effect
of apology in competence-based trust violation was mediated by the evaluation of
integrity, while its negative effect in integrity-based trust violation was mediated
by the evaluation of competence, suggesting a complementarity in trust restoration
between competence and integrity. The generalizability of the exacerbating effect
was not substantiated because the participants shaped more trust toward the actor
who made an apology than one who made a justification both in competence- and

integrity-based trust violations.



