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The Importance of Apologizing for Organizational Trans gressions:
Lessons from the 2008 Maple Leaf Meat Recall

Michael Cannon

. Abstract

In August of 2008, Maplé Leaf Foods, Canada’s largest meat pfocessor /
distributor, initiated a nation-wide recall following reports of contaminated products. On
the day of the reeall, Méple Leaf’s CEO issﬁed a video message, accepting responsibility
for the outbreak and apologizing to those who had been hurt. This study investigated how
Maple Leaf’s apology affected consumer forgiveneés, as well as their perception of the
CEOQ’s level of transformational leadership (TFL). Our results suggest that a complete
apology, in fact, consists of two components: contrition and restoration.

Contrition predicted psychological forgiveneés in a relationship partially mediated
by TFL and the level of blame. The effects of restoration on forgiveness weré fully |
mediated by TFL. Restoration was a direct predictor of purchasing Maple Leaf products-
after the recall. The effects of contrition were fully mediated by psychological
forgiveness/. These results provide direct empirical support that leaders finding
themselves in similar situations stand to benefit from offering a complete apology during

“an organizational crisis.

Submitted August 17", 2009



Why Strong Leaders Must Know When to Apologize for their

Organization’s Transgression: Lessons from the 2008 Maple Leaf Meat Recall

Introduction

Earning and maintaining the trust of consumers is vital for the well being
.of any commercial organization. This is particulaﬂy true in areas where the
products provided by an organization can have direct impacts on the health or
safety of individuals, such as in the food industry. There have been a number of
r‘ecent high profile cases involving food contamination including two salmonella
cases in the US; one involving spinach in 2006 and another involving tomatoes in -
2008 (Superville, 2009). Countless consumers around the woﬂd were also
shocked to find out about the melamine which had been added in numerous
Chinese-manufactured dairy products, including Cadbury chocolate (DeLaurentis,
2009). In Caﬁada, there were several cases of listeria contaminatioh in 2008, first
in processed meat products sold acro.ss the country and then in cheese produced in
Quebéc. The incidence of contaminated food outbreaks in the U.S. has more than
tripled over the past 20-years, from an average of 100 cases in the early 1990°s to
over 350 cases last year (Superville, 2009). Each incident represents a serious
organizational crisis for the producers and distributors involved.

An organizational crisis can be thought of as an event that causes a sudden
disruption in the organization’s ability to function effectively (Flynn, 2009).
Large companies who experience crises, such as Johnson & Johnson’s Tylenol

recall or Mattel’s lead paint scandal., lose-an estimated 15-25% of their market

value in the hours and days immediately following the crisis according to some



experts (Flynn, 2009). Although organizational crises can take on a number bf
forms, those that affect the relationship between an organization and its customers
usually entail some breach lin the relationship. Such breaches have recently been
descﬁbed as involving a transgression that disrupts the positive states that
constituted the relationship and cause negative states to arise (Dirks, Lewicki &
Zaheer, 2009). This description is quite similar to Flynn’s (2009) description of an
organizational crisis, which also entails a disruption of a previously well-
functioning process or relationship.

In the food manufacturing business having to recall products because they
have made consumers ill can have catastrophic consequences for an organization.
When this happens, organizations must act immediately to prevent any further |
contaminaﬁon, sélve the problem as quickly as possible in order to resume
production activities, gnd attempt to salvage its relationship with consumers. How
a compaﬁy behaves in challenging times such as thes¢ can oftén determine
whether it will be able to weather the crisis or not. Though the thr¢ai of litigation
often drives organizations to deny involvement or responsibility, there is

!
increasing evidence that this may not, jn fact, be the best course of action, since it
fails to address a critical factor: the breach of trust between consumers and the
organization (Kiger, 2004).
As the public face of the organization, the CEO plays a key role in shaping

and communicating the organization’s response. The purpose of the present study

was to examine the effectiveness of CEO Michael McCain’s apology in repairing



a broken relationship with consumers, following the highly publicized 2008
Maple Lveaf Foods recall.
What is an Apology?

Interpersonal relationships are an inéredibly complex matter. They in\;OIVe
a dynamic system of interactions, which taken together make up the relationship.
Every interaction we take part in gives us new information about the person or
group we are dealing with. We base our expectations of )peoplg on how we have
seen them behave in the past. Tﬁus, when someone acts’in a way that harms us, -
we are wary about interaqting with the person in the future because this person is
clearly capable of hurting us and may do so again. This notion of using past
behavior to guide our future interactions has a very sirﬁple name: trust. More

speciﬁcally, trust involves accepﬁng a certain level of vulnerability to another
person or group (Mayer, Davis & Schoorman, 1995; Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, &
Camerer, 1998). As such, when someone acts in a way that threatens our well
“ being, our willingness to accept vulnerability to that persoﬁ (trust) is reduced.
Trust is the cornerstone on which all interpersonal interactions rest.

All human interactions are governed by various levels of rules, including
our own personal values as well as the norms and regulations of the various social
groups we belong to. With the incredible number of interactions that make up our
socjal lives, it is inevitable that we sometimes break one of these rules. Because
the relationships rely on these rﬁles for stmcturé, any break in them résults in a
~ break in the relationship. For example, one of the implied rules that govern

friendships in general is that something told in confidence will not be repeated.



The relationship is seriously shaken when this rule is broken, since the person
whose confidence has been broken can not know if the rule will be followed in
the future or broken agéin. Because we are social creatures who have Historically
relied heavily on interpersonal rel,‘ationships‘for survival., we have develc;ped
meéhanisms to mend broken relationships.

Although there are several ways to go about repairing a broken
relationship, one of the most _bésic yet most effective is thé apology. We are
socialized from a young age to offer an apology when we have Wfonged someone.
As easy as it is to say sorry, it is more difficult to define precisely what it means.
Lazare (2004) describes the apology process as paradoxical in nature, because it is
so simple and straightforward, yet immensely complex at the same time. The
deceptively simpie appeafance of an apology has resulted in commonmisuses of
the term. An apolo.gy serves as a first step towards mending a broken relationship
(Kim, Ferrin, Cooper & Dirks, 2004; Lazare, 2004). It signals fegret and the
violating party’s intention not to repeat the action again (Kim, Dirks, Cooper, &
Fefrin, 2006). This expression of remorse and of valuing the relationship makes it
easier for victims of transgression to foster a positive appraisal of the transgressor
(Gunderson & Ferrarri, 2008). Thus, a successful apology serves to reduce a
victim’s wariness about beiﬁg in a vulnerable position again, based on the
~ transgressor’s pledge not to let the transgression happen again. The ultimate goal
~ is to restore the broken trust in the relationship. However, unless the apology is
| communicated properly, it is often difficult to know whét, exactly, it means.

When a person who is late returning a phone call says “I’m sorry”, it is difficult to



know Whether tha/lt person is expressing remorse for the tardiness, is pledging not
to let it happen in the future, or both. All too often, apologies are made and
vaccepted ata sﬁperﬁcial level that fails to communicate all the information
neéessary in restoring the broken trust.

The act of apologizing can appear to be deceptively. simple. Though
almost everyone has a clear notion of what an apology cdnsi_sts of, there is a lack
of general consensus on the matter. Accepting responsibility for the transgression
is ceﬁtral to most definitions. Other components such as expressing remorse,
offering an explanation, offering restoration and a plan of action to prevent future
transgressions, are included in some definitions but not others (Barling, Turner,
Dézan & Carroll, 2008; Kampf, 2008; Lazare, 2004). Although apologies can take |
various forms - Lazare (2004) even makes the point that an apology can be
nonverbai - it is essential that researchers on the topic come to an agreement of
what constitutes an apology, so that findings fgom research on apologies can be
better integrated. Many behaviours, such as offering an explanation for the
transgression, may help repair the breached relationship, without necessarily
being a part of the apology in itself. Barling et al. (2008) found support for a
model of a complete apology that consists of 5 correlated but distinct dimensions,
based on previous research conceming the components of an apology (i.e.:
Hodgins & Liebeskind, 2003; Kim et al., 2004; Kellerman, 2006). This
conceptualization represents the components that are most commonly included in

definitions of complete apologies and it has received good empirical support



| (Barling et al., 2008). According to this conceptualization, a complete apology
. consists of: '
1) Accepting responéibility for the transgression
2) Admitting damage was done
3) Expressing remorse
4) Offering compensation for the harm caused
5) Suggesting a plan of action to prevent future transgressions
(Barling et al., 2008)
Though these components may seem obvious at first, it becomes apparent
upon further reflection that there are many contexts iﬁ which it can be difficult to
address all of them successfully. Nonetheless, being aware of each component can
'\help someone make their apology more complete and thtis more effective. | r/elied
on this model in the current study, thereby defining an apology as a statement,
made in the hope of repzﬁring a broken relationship, which communicates the five
components proposed by Barling et al. (2008).
Apologies and Relationship Repair
| The lack of consensus on the definition of an apology is largely due to the
variety of different contexts within which an apology can be used. One major
problem in research on apologies, and on relationship repair in general., is that
most of the work tends to take place in relative isolation from other research on
similar topics (Dirks, Lewicki & Zaheer, 2009). Research efforts tend to use
different theoretical approaches, define the problem differently, or focus on

situations in which different factors of the relationship require repair, making it



difficult to develop a unifying framework within which to understand the various
ﬁndings (Dirks, Lewicki & Zaheer, 2009).’ If research on apologies is to be pseful,
efforts must be made to fit each new piece of information iﬁto an 'ovérall
framework of relationship fepair. In an attempt to guide research in a more
integrated direction, Dirks, Lewicki & Zaheer (2009) déscribeci three different
types of theoretical perspectives fhrough which relationship repair can occur:
attributional., social equilibrium and structural. The attributional perspective
focuses mainly on the victim’s perceptions of the transgressor. From this point of
view, a transgression provides the viétim with information which results in
negative inferences about the offender’s character and intentions (Dirks, Lewicki
& Zaheer, 2009). Thus, relationship repair must focus on providing information to
the victim that will change these inferences (Dirks, Lewicki & Zaheer, 2009).
Ffom the social equilibriﬁm perspective, a transgression disrupts the relative
social standing of the parties involved, resulting in social imbalance (Dirks,
Lewicki & Zaheer, 2009). Relationship repéir thus occurs by reestablibshing the
social balance and norms that goVer_ned the relationship prior to the offense, often
through the use of various rifuals sﬁch as apologies, penance or punishment
(Goffman, 1967; ci;ted in Ren & Gray, 2009). Unlike the first two perépectives,
which focused on the personal and social aspects of the reiationship breach, the
structural perspecti\;e focuses on the contextual factors that caused the breaéh
(Dirks et al., 2009). Thus, this approach to relationship repair aims to change

environmental or structural factors that encourage transgressions so that the risk



of future transgressions is feduced, thereby making future behavior more
predictable and sustaining a restorétion of trust (Dirks et al., 2009).

Apologies can be used to repair relationships in both the attributional and
social equilibrium framework. The attributional framework can provide a good
understanding of the cognitive intra-personal processes underlying relationship
repair, while the social-equilibrium framework is better suited to understanding
the social or interpersonal processes invoived. From the attributional perspective,
an apology serves to commupicate information about the offender that can offset
the damaging inferences resultingvf'rom the offense. Thus, by apologizing, the
offender is communicating their realization of the pain they have caused, their
remorse for it, and their intention not to do it again. In the social equilibrium
framework, an apology serves to restore an imbalance by lowering the status of
the offénder, and raising the status of the victim (Dirks et al.-, 2009). Thus,
apologies can serve to restore a sense of personal value in the victim, or place
them in a position of power over the offender (to forgive or not to forgivé)
(Lazare, 2OVO4).

: ‘In the case of Maple Leaf, relationship repair is probably best understood
within the attributional perspective. The offense (selling contaminated meat)
resulted in a breached provider-consumer relationship, ‘becau‘se it sent a negative
message t consumers about the safety and quality bf the products distributed by
the organization. Thus, offering a public apoloéy was meant to communicate the
idea that the sale of contaminated products did not reflect Maple Leaf’s true

character or intentions. Admitting and accepting responsibility for its



shortcomings conlmunicated a sense of the organization’s honesty and integrity to
consumers. Demonstrating a clear understanding of how victims Were hurt and
expressing remorse showed that the organization carés about the safety of
consumers and shares common values with them. By outlining a i)lan of action,'
the organization provided consumers. with positive information about its future
intentions with regards to ensuring food safety.

From a social-balance perspective, it could be argued that the apology
itself served to réstore some of the balance that existed prior to the offense. This
balance can be restored through the company’s loss of status due to public shame,
reduced income, decreased shareholder' confidence, etc. Conversely, the
consumers gained status in the relationship becanse they were in a position of
relative power (i.e.: the power to purchase Maple Leaf products or not). Although
the recall no doubt resulted in a certain shifting of the social-balance, the most
important implication for Maple Leaf, as an organization, was whether consumers
would forgive it, and purchase their products again. The distribution nf |
contaminated meat resulted in a very serious outbreak that caused a number of
" deaths. Maple Leaf’s survival hinged on being able to convince its customers that
the outbreak did-not reflect the true nature of its operations. As éuch, the primary
 forces at work here had to do more with the perceptions of individuals regarding
Maple Leaf than it did with social balance.

Understanding the constitution of the relationship is essential when
attempting to repair it, since such factors as trust or forgiveness may operate

differently depending on.this constitution (Dirks, et al., 2009). When an
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organization is viewed as a cohesive,‘homogeneéus group, the attributional
processes underlying the framework described abO\f/e tend to function vmore as
they would for individuéls than they would for organizations (Hamilton &
Sherman, 1996). However, if an organization appears to be a fragmented
collection of entities tﬂat opérate in relative disconnection, it is/ more difficult to
foster attributions that hold for the collective. In the case currently under study,
the CEO of the organizatioh appeared as the “face” of the organization. In his
initial statement, he referred to Maple Leaf as a unified group consisting of over
23,000 employees (see apology transcript in methods sectibn). Though Maple
. Leafis the largest meat processor/distributor in Canada, it is reasonable to expect
that consumers viewed it as a single, cohesive entity, represented in public by a
single individual, its leader. It thus follows that consumer’s attributions of Maple
Leaf will‘depend largely on their attributions of the leader who has represented
Maple Leaf publicly throughout the criss. |

The exact nature of the contract in the Maple Leaf — consumer relationship
is somewhat unclear. A relational contract in{zolves social norms and
expectations, while a transactional contract, which entails the common economic
definition of a contract, does not rely on these (Ditkset al., 2009). Thus, relational
| contracts tend to involve a build up of trust and reciprocity over time, while N
transactional contracts usually involve short term exchanges wi’gh pre-déterminéd
obligations (Dirks al., 2009). In the case currently under study, both types of
contract appear to play a role in the_relati_onship. Certainly, the relationship

between any retailer and its consumers is a transactional one, based on a fair and
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predictable exchange of goods for currency. However, this immediate relationship
occurs within a larger context éreated by the relational experience people have
with the organization. The confidence people have in the safety of their food /
depends the most on their confidence iﬁ the food manufacturer (de Jonge, Van
Tripp, Van Der Lans, Renes & Frewer, 2008). This cpnﬁdence in the
manufacturer, an eXpectation based on trust which is built up over time, is thus
critical to the transactional relationship between the consumer and the
manufacturer. Inter-organizational relationships tend to refy on transactional
contracts while inter-personal relationships are based more on relational contracts
| (Dirks et al., 2009). It should thus not b‘e too surprising that in the present case,
involving an organization-person relationship, both types of contracts are ipresent.
This study on the restoration of psychological forgiveness through | -
apologiesc focuses on the relational aspect of the social contract. However, I also
investigated the impact of the apology on puréhasing‘behaviour, which is the
transaction involved in the relationship. When dealing with relationship
restoration, it is important to keep in mind the dynamic nature of the
relationship’s composition and central underlying contract. This study
investigates one of the “grey zones” in the framework put forth by Dirks et al.
(2009) by attempting to understand how an apology can restore both the relational
and transactional contracts that underlie the relationship between \retailers and
their consumérs. Rather than focusing on a single facet of relationship repair, this

study recognizes that different levels of relationship repair can co-exist and as



12

such aims to understand the effécts of an apology on both cognitive (forgiveness}
and behavioural (purchasing) outcomes.

While there can be no question that apologizing plays an important role in
relaﬁonship reiaair following a transgression, these effects can take a wide range
of shapes. One of the ways it helps restore a relationship is by fostering more
positive perceptions of the transgressor in the victim. While an offense sends a
strong negative message to the victim about the offender’é values and behaviours,
apologizing can help send a message to the victim that the offender does vin fact
have a code of values similar to theirs and that the hurtful behaviour will not be
repeated in thé future. When apologies are offered from a respectful, sincere
source, they foster percebtions of the fairness of the offending party, which caﬁ go -
a long way in restoring positive( appraisals in terms of relationship repair (De
Cremer & Schouten, 2008). Following a transgression, apologizing has also been
linked to increased liking for the transgressor (Goei et al., 2007).

Howe?er, it is important to remember that apologizing is not a universal
fix (Coombs & Holladay, 2008). For example, research has suggested that while
apolovgies may be effective in addressing competence-based offenses, denial of
responsibility may be more effective than apologizing with integrity-based
offenses (Kim et al., 2004; Ferrin, Kim; Cooper & Dirks, 2007). This stems.
largely from the fact that competence- and ihtegrity—based offenses communicate
very different information about the offender to the victims. While the end result

may be the same if a nurse makes a mistake giving an injection, it tells the victim
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a very different thing about the nurse if she did this because she lacked proper
training or because she was simply too ﬂegligent to check the labels.

Though there has been no shortage in the media of highly-publicized
examples of organizations lying, cheating and consqiously endangering
consumers, shareholders and employees (Enrorkl, Tyco, WerdCom, Merryl Lynch,
Madoff Investments, etc.), situations where an organization sincerely apologizes |
for its shortcomings and pledges not to let it happen again are much scarcer
(Brodkin, 2007). Nonetheless, there has l;een an increase of examples in the
liferature supporting the effectiveness of an apology in restoring sorﬁeone’s trust
in a vast number of settings ranging from medical errors (see Kiger, 2004; Sack,
2008) to situations where a company’s product results in harm for the consumer
(Tischler, 2003). Of course, an apology is only effective when it is perceived as
being both sincere and c<.)mplete>. All too often, people and organizations offer an
bapologyvbtvlt fail to accept responsibility (Tischler, 2003; Brodkin, 2007). Such
apologies often consist of something along the lines of “we regret the tragic
events...” falling short of actually accepting respensibility for the wrongdoing.
These “apologies” are likely ineffective since they fail té signal to the victims that
placing their trust in the transgressor will not result in harm (again). On a weekly
basis, most major newspapers report a number of public apologies, made by
politicianwaho have misused funds, radio hosts who have made offensive
comments or celebrities caught misbehaving. However, these statements usﬁally _

fail to convey the necessary componen‘is of a complete apology.
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One example of effective apologizing is lawn-mower and snow-blower
manufaqturef Toro, who must deal with numerous cases of consumers who have
been injured (at times quite severely) by one of their products. The company
stopped litigating cases brought against it by consumers in 1991 and has replaced
the usual legal procedure with a more mediated approach, Which always involves
an apology, regardless of where the fault lies (Tischler, 2003). This process has
been a much mbre effective resolution technique for Toro who has not been taken
to trial since 1995. The claims brought against it are now often resolved on the
first day of mediation or shortly thereafter according to Drew Bryers, the
company’s corporate product-integrity manager (Tischler, 2003). Thbugh this is
" an anecdotal example, it nonetheless supports the\: idea that using a more human
approach after trust has been broken is the most effective. method a person or
organization can use.

Fear of litigation or other forms of liability nonetheless have an importaﬂt
influence on peoples’ reticence to go on record and accepf responsibility (Bufcher,
2006; Coombs & Holladay, 2008). Though some laws are changing to allow
people or organizations to apologize for their transgressiqns without the fear that
their apology will come back to haunt them in the courtroom, the dominant
perceptioh within the legal community seems to be that apologies should be
avoided since they are akin to a confession (Keeva, 2004). This issue is
particularly important in the United States, where medical malpractice suits have
l;ecome a very lucrative business. Though doctors mas} feel that an apology would

be appropriate, they are often under pressure not to do this from the hospital’s
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administration, “risk management” pérsonnel, or from their own malpractice
insurance carrieré‘(Butcher, 2006). Though individuals and organizations finding
themselves at fault should have a clear understanding of the legal implicatjons of
the statements they make, thc;y shduld nonetheless remember that there are also
other ramifications than simply legal ones. Successfully avoiding litigation may
‘not be enough to save a company if it is not able to preserve its reputation with
consumers. Accepting responsibility for causing harm signals one’s fault, but it
also sends a message about one’s trustworthiness, since it takes integrity'and
honesty to do this. Leaders who apologize in fact reinforce their followers’ trust in-
them (B‘arling et al., 2008, Kim et al., 2004). Thus, people and organizations may.
stand to benefit from publicly accepting responsibility for their wrongdoing.
Bérling et al. (2008) tested their fnodel using leader-follower relationships
within an organization. The present study, on the othef hand, explored the
effectiveness of a complete épolégy in the context of a consumer-organization
relationship. This context differs from interpersonal apologies on a number of
dimensions. For eXamplé, the physical and psychological distance between the
' parties is much greater. Also, due to this distance, communicating the apology
becomes difficult since it must reach as many people as possible? yet vremai‘n as
personal as possible. Thirdi the victims do not really know the organization and
thus gauging the sincerity of the apology can be difficult. The legal and financial

stakes involved for an organization can also be substantial. Though the contexts

of an apology can vary widely, the underlying components of the apology can
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reasonably be expected to transcend these context's, each of them playing an
integral role in restoring the relationship.

The apology offered by Maple Leaf could be expected to help repair the
relationsnip by demonstrating to consumers that the organization had integrity and
honesty, and that they were doing everything in their power to prevent any further
infectien. I expected the apology to predict forgiveness both directly and through
its effects on perceptions of transformational leadership. Specifically, I expected
the apology to be associated with increased levels of perceived transformational
leadership, which would in turn increase perceptions of Maple Leaf as a
trustworthy organization, which would help foster forgi{/eness in consumers.
Trust

In general., apologies are meant to address issues of broken trust. Trust
consists of one’s intention to accept vulnerability to another party, based on
positive expectations of the intentions or behaviour of that party (Mayer et al.,
1995; Rousseau et all., 1998). Trust is a self-preservation mechanism that has
evolved throughout our history. It is basically a decision about whether or not a
certainvlevel of vulnerability to a person or entity will threaten our well-being.
Trustisa particularly interesting phenomenon since it is the foundation on which
every interpersonal relationship rests. Though an individual can enter a
felationship despite not trusting the other party, they behave in a way contingent
on this knowledge and thus take preeautions to safeguard their well-being. While

trust has been of interest to philosophers, psychologists and managers for a long
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time, scientific investigation of the role it plays in relationship repair is only
beginning to emerge (Kim, Dirks & Cooper, 2009). -
| Although trust plays a role in every type of human interaction, one of the

areas that has vr'eceive_d the most attei;tion in recent work is the role it plays in
organizations. In fact, trust is one of the most studied constructs in contemporary '
organizational literature (Bunker, Alban & Lewicki, 2004); Employee trust in
leaders has been of primary interest to researchers and has been linked with a
number of important outcomes, including job-performance, organizatio,nal'
citizenship behaviours, organizational commitment and job satisfaction (see meta-
analytic review By Dirks & Ferrin, 2002). Trust also plays an important role in
various types of interpersonal relationships occurring within and across levels of
organizations, and bétween organizations (Burke , Sims, Lazzara & Salas, 2007).
Trust plays an impoﬁant role in the effective functioning of any organization.

Purchasing food from a provider entails aécepting vulnerability to that
company in the sense that consumers must trust that the company will take the
necessary means to ensure their well-being. This trust breaks down whenever
something happens that casts doubt on the manufacturer’s ability to provide a safe
product. Consumers will not resume their relationship with the organizatiori
\ unless their previously held expectations that the products do not threaten their
lwell-being can be re-insta%ed |

While substantial progress has been made in the conceptualization of trust,
»thére has been some difficulty establishing a feliéble scale for use in research

(Davis, Schoorman, Mayer & Tan, 2000; Mayer & Davis, 1999; Mayer & Gavin,
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2005). I thus chose to focus on forgiveness as a manifestation of trust restoration.
In the case of Maple Lesf, consumer forgivéness involved accepting their apology
for the offense and aécepting to resume a relationship that involves some level of
vulnerability to the company, based on the company’s expressed intention to
prevent the reoccurrence of such an offense in the future. Although most research
on trustworthiﬁess has focused on its role in predicting trust, I propose that it
should also predict forgiveness, since trustworthiness sends a signal to the victim
about how likely another party is to safeguard their well-being based on ability,
benevolence and integrity (Mayer et al., 1995). |
Trustworthiness |

An indivi/dual’s decision to place themselves in a position of vulnerability
to another party depends on a number of factors. Of particular significance, given
the emphasis I am placing on the role of the victim’s perception of the aggressor
here, is how worthy of trust this other party is. A review of the literature on
trustworthiness led Mayer et al. (1 995) to identify 3 components of
trustworthiness that each confribute a unique perspective about the trustee and yet
provide a parsimonious framework within which to understand this complex
variable. These components are ability, benevolence and integrity. This
conceptualization has since become the dominant way/ in which trustworthiness
has been approached in the literature and has been used in most discussions of
antecedents of trust in organizational literature (Burke et al., 2007). Ability refers
to a party’s skills or competencies which allow it to ensure the well-being of the

trustor. Benevolence refers to this party’s perceived willingness to do things that
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~ ensure the trustor’s wéll-_being. Finally, integrity entails that the party adheres to a
~ set of principles and values that are acceptable to the trustor (Mayer et al., 1995). |
Together, these three components represent the perceived trustworthiness of
another party, a precursor to an individual’s willingness to trust that party. In the
proposed model, a party’s perceived trustv.vorthiness affects the other party’s level
of trust, which in turn affects this party’s willingness to take a risk ih the
relationship (e.g., be in a vulnerable positiori) (Mayer et al., 1995). The outcome
of this risk taking in turn feeds back into the percéived trustworthiness of the
other party. Thus, trustworthiness is an appfaisai that consists of expectations
based on past observations. When an oi“/fense calls one or several components of
trustworthiness into question, trust can be repaired by restoring these dimensions
of trustworthiness (Mayer et al., 1995). This model has received widespread
empirical support in the organizational literature (Mayer & Davis, 1999; Caldwell
& Hayes, 2007; Colquitt, Scott & Lepine, 2009). The development of a model for
trust-repair that separates trust from its antecedents (perceived frustworthiness)
and consequences (willingness to take a risk in the relationship) has had a |
considerable impact on our understanding of the restoration of trust, especially in
organizational contexts. In one field quasi-expefiment, the develépment of an
improved performance appraisal system wifhin an organization was demonstrated
to increased employees’ trust in management via its effect on the perceived
frustworthiness of management (Mayer & Davis, 1999).

In the current study, I was interested in understanding relationship repair

in the case of Maple Leaf as it applies to the model for trust developed by Mayer
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et al. (1995). However, rather than focusing on the prediction of trust, I focused
on forgiveness as the final outcome in the model. I thus expected that the apology
offered by Michael McCain would affect Maple Leaf’ S pérceiﬁ:d trustworthiness
both directly and via its effecfé on the public’s pérception of the CEO as a
transformational leader; Trustworthiness was .in turn expected to predict
psychological forgiveness and, in tﬁrn, purchasing of Maple Leaf products. Again,
this process is consisteﬁt with the attributional perspective described in Dirks et>
al.’s (2009) framev?ork for relationship repair. My focus is on how the apology ,
restores positive perceptions of the offending party, in this case Maple Leaf.
F orgi{/eness

When an individual or entity who held our .trust behaves in a way that
threatens our Well—being and thus breaks this trust, we-are faced with the decision
of whether or not to mak¢ ourselves vulnerable to the transgressor again. Iﬁ
everyday terms, we are faced with a decision to forgive the offender or not. The
benefit of ‘forgiveness is the restoration of a social relationship, as well as any
benefit this relaﬁonship may have provided (Koutsos, Wertheim & Kornblum,
2008). Thus, forgiveness is of central impoﬁance in relationship repair, since it
signals a victim’s willingnesé to mend the broken relationship.

Like the concept of an apology, forgivenéss is a concept that we often
invoke, without necessarily understanding how to deﬁne it. While the definitions
of forgiveness vary widely, they tend to contain some element of relinquishing
éngér or any desire for revenge, moving to restore the broken relationship and

accepting to trust (i.e.: vulnerability to) the transgressor (Aquino, Tripp & Bies,
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2006; McCullough, Boho & Root,‘ 1997). In this case, individuals must choose
whether placing themselves in a position that is Vulnerable to Maple Leaf’s food
quality as a consumer is likely to cause them harm in the future.

In the current study, forgiveness was defined both behaviourally and
psychologically. In behavioural terms, forgiVeness involves accepting to plaée
oneself in a situation of vulnerability fo the offender again, followinga
transgression. In this case, behavioural forgiveness will refer to whether
consumers have purchased Maple Leaf products sincé the recall. Psychologicaln
forgiveness, on the other hand, does not necessarily invblve any behavioural
manifestation. Rather, it refers to accepting a transgressor’s apology, no longer
viewing the transgressor as a threat to personal well-being, and not harboring any
ill-will towards the transgressor. Previous researchers have made similar
distinctions. For éxample, Aquino et al. (2006) drew a distinction between
forgiveness and reconciliation. Forgiveness was described as relinquishing anger,-
resentment, and the desire to seek revenge against the transgressor while
reconciliation referred to extending acts of goodwill towards the offender (Aquino
et al., 2006). When applied to the current research setting, théir definition of
forgiveness closely resembles what I operaﬁdnally define as psychological
forgiveness. Reconciliation, with its implied action, logically translates into what
I have labeled behavioural forgiveness. I will be treating these as two separate
forgiveness variables. Ivexpected psychological forgiveness to predict behavioural

forgiveness.
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Nature of the Offense
Given the range of our daily interpersénél interactions, it is not surprising
- that the transgressions that occur within these can vary widely. The same offense
(i.e.: being late for a meeting) can be caused by a number of factors (a previous
meeting that stretched‘ on, traffic, a lack of conscientiousness, a perception of the
meeting as unimportant, etc). The nature of the offense thus plays an important
role in determining what a transgression tells the victim about the offenider.
Different types of offense can result in different types of relationship breakdowns
and as such, may require different strategies for repair (Ren & Gray, 2009).
Statements made by the offender after a relationship has been broken tend
to cdnvey rhessages aimed at restoring trust in the offehder. However, these
statements do not operate in a vacuum. The perceived nature of the offense will
shape how any statement aimed towards felationship repair is interpreted by the
. victim (Ferrin et al., 2007). Research on relationship repair haé increasingly
recognized the underlying attributional processes involved (Gillepsie & Dietz,
2009; Kim et al., 2004). Taking a similar approach in this study, relationship
répair is framed in terms ‘of restoring positive perceptions of the transgressor,
based on fhe framework outlined by Dirks et al. (2009). As such, the causal
attributions that Victims make‘about fhe nature of the offense are expected to have
a serious inﬂuencé on the effectiveness of the apology.
" There are several ways in which the nature of an offense can vary. One
prime example is offens¢s that are due to a lack of cbmpetence (i-e.: the

transgressor lacked the competence to ensure the victim’s well-being) as opposed
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to offenses that are due to a lack of integrity (i.e.: the transgressor does not adhere
to a set of principles that acceptably ensures the victim’s well-being) (Kim et al.,
2004). An offense that results from a lack of competence sends a very different
message to a victim than an offense resulting from a lack of integrity does. Kim et
al. (2004) suggest that this likely results from differences in how people process
positive and negative infdrmation about another party’s competence a;ld integrity.
An interesting review by Snyder & Stukas (1999) notes past findings that negative
information about morals or integrity are accepted by perceivers as rﬁore
diagnostic than positive information, while positive inforrﬁation about behaviours
is considered more diagnostic than negative informatioﬁ (Martij n, Spears, Van der
Plight & Jakobs, 1992). Thus, while a single breach of trust due to inéompetence
(i.e.: handing in an erroneous report due to a lack of ability) may not make you
appear unworthy of trust, a single integrity-related breach (i.e.: knowingly
submitting an erroneous report because one does not care about the outcome)
sends a message that you shouid not be trusted in the future.

This phenomenon likely stems from what Reeder & Brewer (1979) refer
to as hierarchichally restrictive schemas. Based on these schemas, “being at one
end of a continuum for a given attribute will restrict one’s behaviour, whereas
being at the other end of that continuum will not” (Kim et al., 2004, p. 106). Thus,
a person with low ability is not expected to have a high level of performance, but
a person with a high level of ability can have a high level of performance or may
exhibit low performance, due to a wide range of factors. Thus, a single example

of a lack of competence does not necessarily tell the perceiver much about the
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person’s general competence level, but an example of a high level of cOrﬁpetenoe
does, since someone low in competence could not have acted in this Way.
Conversely, a person with a high level of integrity would not be expected to,.
behave in an immoral way, but a person with a low level iof integrity may act in
moral or immoral ways, again depending on a number of factors. In this case then,
a single examéle of moral behaviour tells others less than does a ‘single example
of immoral behaviour. The nature of the offense is of substantial relevance to trust
repair in broken relationships, since competence and integrity represent two of the
three main componenfs of trustworthiness (Mayér et al., 1995; Kim et al., 2006).

In the context of apologies, this distinétion can prove to be quite |
A important. For example, Kim et al (2004) found that when an offense was due to a
lack of competence, apologizing for the offense was an effective relationship
repair strategy but when offenses were due to a lack of integ‘rity, denial of
responsibility was a better repair strategy than apologizing. Subsequent research |
has also demonstrated that apologies involving external causal attributions may
result in better relationship repair when offenses are _integrity—based, while an
| apology that accepts more blame may be Better when dealing with a competence-
based offense (Kim et al., 2006). These findings have interesting implications for |
the case at hand. As previously discussed, organizations tend to avoid apologizing
for their wrongdoing. What makes the case of Maple Leaf so interesting was its
immeciiate acceptance of responsibility and public apology. However, according
Kim et al’s (2004) findings, if consumers perceive the offense as being due toa

lack of integrity, then apologizing may not result in optimal relationship repair.
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Thus, I Was curious to see how perceptions of the nature of the offense as duetoa
lack of competerlce or integrity would influence the effectiveness of Maple Leaf’s
“apology in obtaining forgiveness from consumers. I expected that the apology
may be more effective in fostering forgiveness in individuals who perceived the |
offense as competence-base rather than integrity-based. However, it should be
noted that past studies involving the nature of the transgression (Kim et al., 2004;
Kim et al., 2006) involved experimental manipulations of the nature of the
offense. As such, it is unclear whether respondents wQuld be abie to>make as clear
a distinction between the two sources.

Transformational Leadership

Because apologies represent an admission of fault and accepting

responsibility for a given offense, another important concern people have with
apologizing is the fear of losing face. This can be particularly threatening to
leaders in organizational contexts where maintaining an appearance of control and
authority fend to be very importént. Despite the fact that they know they were at
fault, leaders may avoid apologizing for fear that an ensuing percepﬁon of
weakness may overshadow the attempt at relationship repair. Contrary to these
dated beliefs though, leaders who behave in a responsible and ethical way send a
positive message to followers and thereby reinforce their position as leader. As
Tucker, Turner, Barling, Reid & Elving (2006) note, some of the moét influential
recent books on apologies make the_poirlt t}rat high quality leadership entails
apolegizrng for wrongdoing (Blanchard & McBride, 2003; Lazare, 2004). Rather

than denying their involvement in the wrongdoing, good leaders demonstrate a
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strong sense of values by apologizing for their misdeed, accepting responsibility
for them, expressing remorse for the harm they have caused, attempting to make
amends and taking the necessary measures to preveﬂt the reoccurrence of the
offense (Tucker et al., 2006).

In terms of high-quality leadership styles, the notion of transformational
leadership (TFL) continues to dominate the literature. As the name implies, this
type of leadership goes béyond merely supervising and distributing rewards or
punishment, to a level where the leader becomes an agent for }Sositive change ,
within followers. TFL has generally been described as consisting of four
dimensions: idealized influence (leading by example by doing what is right),
inspirational motivation (communicating a vision of thé future ‘;hat involves
surpassing current limits of performance), intellectual stimulation (pushing people
to find new ways of solving problems) and individualized consideration (treating
people as individuals, demonstrating compassion and recognizing’achievements)
(Bass, 1990; Kelloway & Barling; 2000). TFL has been linked to a wide range of
outcomes, including increased job-satisfaction (Hate.r & Bass, 1988), work
performance (see ‘LoWe, Koreck & Sivasusbrnabiam, 1996), affective
commitmént to the organization (Barling, Weber & Kelloway, 1996) and
organizational performance (KelloWay & Barling, 2000). In an interesting study
using structural eqﬁafion modeling, TFL was shown to affect‘qrganizational
citizenship behaviours via its effects on perceived procedural justice and trust

(Pillai, Schriesheim & William, 1999).
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For a leader, being perceived as transformational is thus very important.
While TFL has been the subject of a vast amount of research since the early
1990°s, Veryvlittle is known about the role it plays in the context of apologies.
Howeifer, there seems to be clear overlap between TFL and apologieé. TFL
involves acting based on ethical values, a gfeat degree of compassion, sincere
communication and creating a vision for the future. These are all essential to a
successful apology. When a leadér accepts responsibility for his ;aults,
communicates remorse and understanding, and sets forth a plan to prevent
reoccurrence éf the offense, he is behaving in the way a transformational leader
would. Thus, one would expect leaders who apologize to be perceived as
possessing tfansformational characteristics. What little research exists on the
matter seems to support this notion. In a series of studies involving one field study
and two related vi gnette follow-ups, leaders who apolo.gized for théir mistakes
tended to be percéived as more transformational (Tucker et al., 2006). The authors
suggested that when leaders apologize for having wronged someone, they are
perceived by their victims as putting their own self-interests aside in favor of
restoring the relationship, thereby embodying the dimensions of TFL described
above (Tucker et al., 2006). This effect was eveﬁ observed when referees in a
junior hockey league apologized for making, a wrong decision during a game.
This is a prime éxample bf the type of context where apologizing could
legitimately be expected to result in negative perceptions. However, it seems that
even hockey coaches.respect someone who is able to honestly recognize their

mistakes and apologize for them. These findings were replicated in two vignette
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studies involving mistakes made by a manager. Again, leaders who apologized
were rated as significantly more transformational than those who did not (Tucker
et al., 2006).

I hope to contribute to this emerging body of reseafch by investigating
what role perceptions of TFL may have played in the repair of the relationship
- between Maple Leaf and its consumers. In the current context, Maple Leaf’s
épology was delivered by its CEO, who in effect became the face of Maple Leaf.
Although he delivered the apology personally, Michael McCain, like most
organizational leaders, is the source of Maple Leaf’s direction and symbolizes the
conduct Qf the organization as a whole (Smircich & Morgan, 1982). Michael
McCain appeared alone in video announcements in order to apologize to the
Cénadian public and accept responsibility for the organization’s shortcomings.
Because most Canadians did not know who McCain was prior to these events,
their perception of him, as a person and, more partiéularly, as a leader, stem in
largé part ffom the behaviour they observed during the fecall. Given this study’s
focus on the role apologies play in restoring positive attfibutions about the
perpetrator, how consumers perceived Michael McCain is of critical importance
here. As the public face of Maple Leaf throﬁghout the listeria crisis, his words and
actions represented the orgaﬁization aé a whole and were important determinants
of how the public would perceive it. To the best of my knowledge, no other study
has attempted to link the p’ercebtions of an organization’s leader to forgiveness of
the organization. However,‘t’his‘issue is of central irﬁportance to the repair of

relationships between organizations and individuals because the leaders often
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represent the organization publicly. Further, this has implications for who should
deliver an organization’s apology. If perceptilons of the leader in turn affect
consumer forgiveness, then the use of a spokesperson to offer an apology may in
fact reduce its effectiveness, since the representative’s perceived connection to> the
organization is much weaker than that of a leader’s and, therefore, is less effective
in restoring positive attributions of the offending organization. In the case of
Maple Leaf, the act of apologizing may have fostered positive attributions
regarding its leader, which in turn would have increased the perception of Maple
Leaf as a trustworthy organization and thus increased the likelithood of consumers
forgiving the organizétion.
The Case of Maple Leaf

In June of 2008, public health officials in Ontarip, Canada noticed there
had been more cases of listeria reported than usual (CBC, 2008). However, this
was not originally a cause for too much concern. By mid-July, the investigation
into the fisteria cases ramped. up as another case was reported in an Ontario
nursing home. On August 5%, 2008, Health Canada tests showed sandwich meat
in a nursing home was contaminated with listeria. O‘n August 12%, officials
contacted Maple Leaf Foods (Maple Leaf) to let them know that a formal
investigation involving their products had been launched.v‘ The following day,
Maple Leaf sent written notification to distributors to let them know about the
investigation and instructed them to quarantine the products in question. On
August 16™, Maple Leaf was informed that samples of one of it; products had

tested positive for listeria. The following day, Maple Leaf voluntarily recalled
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these products. Immediately, the value of Maple Leaf’s stock began to plummet.
On August 25, tests conducted by Publichealth Canada definitely linked the
listeriosis outbreak with meat products produced at Maple Leaf’ s plant. Later that
day, Maple Leaf CEO Michael McCain issued a public apology, accepting full
responsibility for the outbreak and amo@cing the recall of all 220 products
produced at the Toronfo plant where the contamination originated. At this point, 8
people had already died as a result of the listeria infection. Because listeria takes
time to manifest itself in its victims, the fallout from the contamination continued
to come to light for weeks following the initial recall. By the time Michael
McCain issued a second public apology statement, this time informing people that -
the source of contamination had been traced to slicing ‘machines which had been
disposed of, the confirmed death toll had risen to 17. In_éll, at least 20 people lost
their lives due to the listeriosis outbreak. |
The case of Maple Leaf meat products, and the company’s s_ubseqﬂeht

apology,’and follow-up reactions, provide a real-life setting within which to
investigate the effects of an apology on forgiveneés. Though there is increasing
‘research on’ apologies and forgiveness in industrial and organizational setti;lgs
(Barling et al., 2008; K1m et al., 2007; Tucker et al., 2006), relatively little is
known about the effects of an apology from an organization when it breaches its‘

’ Customeré’ trust. Maple Leaf’s éase is particularly significant because it

represents a very tragic breéch of trust involving the contamiﬁation of food sold to .'
individuals across Canada. Given the breadth of Maple Leaf’s domestic markets,

any Canadian who consumes processed meat was at a potential risk of infection.
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Since individuals know relatively little about the food-production process,
purchasing food involves a substantial amount 4of trust in the individuals and
ofganizations involved in the numerous steps that bring foyod from the field or

| farm to their plate (de Jonge et al., 2008). The breach of trust in a manufacturer

can have severe consequences on consumer confidence levels regarding the safety
of the féod, which in turn affects their likelihood of purchasing the product;
Research involving the present case |

. Given the high-profile nature of the Maple Leaf case (99% of C’anadians
were aware of the case within the first 2 w_eel;s), it is not surprising that empirical
effofts have already been made by Canadian researchers to better understand the
events surrounding the recall and subsequent apology (Charlebois & Watson,
unpublished; Flynn, 2009).

A series of 3 studies involving more than 4,600 Canadians investigated

consumer trust ih Maple Leaf, as well as purchésing behaviour, following each of
" the 3 major public announcements made by Michael McCain (Flynn, 2009).
Results conﬁrméd Maple Leafé loss of market-share. While 61% of respondents
reported purchasing Maple Leaf products in the previous 6 months in August
2008., that number was down to 51% in January of 2009 (Flynn, 2009). This
research was conducted with support from Leger Marketing, who ha& already
been keeping track of the public opinion of Canada’s largest 100 companies, of
which Maple Leaf is a member. Thus, data were available as a benchmark for the
recall and apology’s effect. In May 2008, before any suspicion of contamination

existed, 74% of pe'ople reported having a good opinion of Maple Leaf (Flynn,
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2009). That Vélﬁe had dropped to 46% by August 2008, but increaséd to 55% by
the end of September and was at 63% in January, 2009 (Flynn, 2009). These
results again confirm that the recall subétanltially affeéted the public’s perception
of Maple Leaf. They also demonstfate that the public’s perception improved over |
timé. The study also investigated consumers’ intention to purchase Maple Leaf
products in the future. When asked whether they planned on purchasing Maple
Leaf products in the following month, 21 % of respondents indicated they did in
August, 2008, compared with 34% at the end of September and 47% by January,
‘2009 (Flynn, 2009). it appears that Maple Leaf was able to successfully regain the
trust of at least some of its consumers following the recall. When asked in August,
2008 whether they planned on purchasing Maple Leaf products in the next 6
months, 40% of respondents indicated they did, compared to 46% in September, |
2008 and 54% in January, 2009 (Flynn, 2009).

Taken together, these results 'indic;clte that consumer’s perception of Maple _
Leaf and their likelihood of purchasing the product dropped sharply immediately |
following the recall announcement, but gradually ‘Went back up again. Though it
is reasénable to expect that this is due to Maple Leaf’s handling of the recall, the
results of fhe study do not specifically demonstrate this link.

Research conduéted by researchers at thg University of Regina generated
similar findings. Results from a sample of 971 Canadian cénsumers who
completed a sﬁrvey in March, 2009 indicated that while at least 90% had heard
about the recall, relatively few of them were Well-infbrmed about the specific

products being recalled (Charlebois & Watson, unpublished). This had serious
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implications for the consumption of Maple Leaf products, since the vast majority
of respondents feported throwing out all Maple Leaf products in the household.
Nonetheless, results from the study indicate that just under 70% of the
: participants felt Maple Leaf had handled the crisis well or very well (Charlebois
& Watson, unpublished). Finally, only 25% of respondents who had Maple Leaf
| products in their home before the recall reported not purchasing any Maple Leaf
products since the recall, suggeéting a general trend towards a restoration of the
consumer-producer relationship. |
‘This Study
The central purpose of this study was to investigate the effect apologizing

had on perceptions of CEO Michael McCain, the organiéation’s trustworthiness
and subsequent consumer forgiveness. Thé initially hypothesized model is -
presented below as Figure 1. I expected to find a model whereby apologizing
predicted higher levels of perceived TFL which would in turn foster an image of
the organization as trustwérthy, thliS helping restore the broken relationship
through consumer forgiveness. I also hoped to investigaté the role that the nature
of the offense play.s in determining whether apologizing resulted in forgiveness.

- Another purpose of the present study was to investigate an organizational

: {

apology in a real-world setting so as to better understand how well the different
components of the apology predicted forgiveness. Previous research led rhe to
expect 5 correlated yet relatively distinct components in thé apology (Barling et

al., 2008). In order to do this, we asked participants to view videos of two public
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addresses made by Maple Leaf CEO Michael McCain online and then-completeA

an electronic questionnaire.

Figure 1 — Initially Hypothesized Model
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Method

Participants

Participants in this study were all adult Canadians. Two samples were
obtained for the study. One consisted of 65 people who received an email
invitation containing the link to the online survey. In order to obtain a larger
number of participants for the study, another sample of 108 was obtained via the
Study Response Project based out of Syracuse University. This brought the total
number of participants to 173. Unlike the participants from the previous sample
who received no incentives for their participation, those recruited through Study
Response received a five dollar gift certificate to an online store. There were 114
female respondents and 57 male respondents (2 missing).
Apology Video

Participants viewed two video messages issued by Maple Leaf
CEO Michael McCain. These videos were hosted on an online video-sharing
website. The first statement was released on Aug 23" 2008. The following is a
transcript of the statement:
“My name is Michael McCain. As you may know,

listeria was found in some of our products. Even though

listeria is a bacteria commonly found in many foods and in

~ the environment, we work diligently to eliminate it. When

listeria was discovered in the product, we launched

immediate recalls to get it off the shelf, then we shut the

plant down. Tragically, our products have been linked to

illness and loss of life. To the Canadians who are ill and the

families who have lost loved ones, I offer my deepest

sympathies. Words cannot begin to express our sadness for

your pain. ‘

Maple Leaf Foods is 23,000 people who live in a
culture of food safety. We have an unwavering
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commitment to keeping your food safe, with standards well
beyond regulatory requirements, but our best efforts failed
and we are deeply sorry. This is the toughest situation
we’ve faced in 100 years as a company. We know this has
shaken your confidence in us. I commit to you that our
actions are guided by putting your interests first.”

From http://www.voutube.com/watch?v=cgk303AJM2U

A second statement was issued by the CEO approximately 3 weeks
later, describing what the problem was, and how it had been solved. A transcript

of this second video follows:

~ “For the past 3 weeks we’ve worked with
authorities to determine exactly how listeria appeared in
our sliced meat products at one of our plants. You deserve
to know what happened. Listeria is everywhere in our
environment, which makes it challenging. Our investigation
found spots deep inside the slicing equipment where the
listeria could have avoided our rigorous cleaning
procedure. We fixed that, by something called a deep
sanitization and then we tested it thoroughly. We’ve also
done this at each of our other plants and made this special
procedure standard, but our actions will not stop there. The
recalled product is off the shelf, we believe we know what
caused the problem and we believe we have corrected it.
Now I know that these efforts can never make up for what
has happened and I deeply regret this, we will always be
guided by putting your interests first and doing everything
we can to build your confidence in us once again.”

From: http:/www.youtube.com/watch?v=aMfg-k3XkbQ& feature=related
Measures |
Apology — In order to assess whether participants felt that each of the five
component of a complete apology (accepting responsibility, understanding
damage causéd, expressing remorse, offering to makeup for loss, offering plan to
prevent reoccurrence) was present in the video apologies, items from a scale

developed for this end by Barling et al (2008) were slightly modified to reflect the


http://www.youtube,com/watch?v=cgk3o3AJM2U
http://www.voutube.com/watch?v=aMfg-k3XkbQ&feature=related
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current sfuci'y. There were two items to assess the presence of each of the 5
components of a complete apology (i.e.: Michael McCain admitted responsibility
for the listeria outbreak). Participants responded using a 5-point scale fa‘nging}
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) with hig‘h‘er scores indicating
increased perception of that component being present in the apology. Items
correspondiﬁg to the first factor included the damage, re‘spon'sibility and remorse
components of the apbldgy and had an internal consistency (alpha) of .84. The
sécond factor consisted making up for the harm caused and offering a plan of
actién for the fllture.' The 4 items measuriné these components had an alpha of
7.

Forgiveness- As mentioned previpusly', forgiven¢ss was defined both
behaviourally and psychologically. In the behavioural sense, forgiveness was
defined as having purchased Maple Leaf products after the recall. To this end,
participants were simply asked ho§v ofteﬁ they have purchased Maple Leaf
products since they returned to store shelves, using a 5 point frequency scale
ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (every time I did the groceries).

Psychological forgiveness was assessed using items developed by Brown
(2005). Because state forgiveness scales tehd to focus on offenses in the context
of close interpersonali relationships (i.e.: McCullough, Rac‘hel,vSandage,
Worthington, Brown & Hight’s (1998) Transgression-Related Interpersonal -
Motivaﬁo'ns inventory), Brown (2005), basing himseif on McCullough et al’s
scale, developéd items that fit contexts where the transgression is perpetrated by -

an organization. In the case of this study, five items from Brown’s original scale
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were retained and modified to reflect the current organizational transgressor.

Participants were asked to indicate how strongly they agreed with statements such

as “Even though Maple Leaf’s actions hurt people, I do not feel ill-will toward

them” or “I have forgiven Maple Leaf”. The scale proved to have good internal
reliability (alpha = .91).

Trustworthiness- In order to measure consumers’ pérceptions of Maple
Leaf’s trustworthiness, I used scéles to represent each component (ability,
benevolence, integrity) proposed by Mayer et al. (1995). Basing ourselves on
items used by Mayer & Davis (1999), I modified the scales so that questions
pertained to top management at Maple Leaf. Thus, an example of an item
assessing ability is “Top management at Maple Leaf is very capable of doing its
job™. Benevblence was assessed using items such as “The needs of consumers are
very important to Maple Leaf’ ". Finally, integrity was assessed using items such as
“Sound principles seem to‘guide top management’s behaviour”. There were 6
items for ability, 5 items for benevolence and 6 items for integrity. Internal
reliability (alpha) for each trustworthiness subscale was excellent, ability (.91),
benevolence (.90) and integrity (.91).

Nature of the Offense- In order to assess participants’ perceptions of the
nature of the offense, itéms were developed to assess whether participants felt the
outbreak of listeria was due to negligence, incompetence or chance. All items
were rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (stfongly
agree). An example of a competence-related item is: “Lack of training and

knowledge about cleaning is probably the causé of the outbreak”. An example of
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an integrity-related item would be: “The outbreak is proof Maple Leaf does not
care about the wellbeing of its customers”. An example of a chance item is: “This
type of incident could have happvened with any other meat producer”. As will be
discussed in the results section, the chance scale was not used in subsequent |
analysis due to a lack of reliability. Further, a Principal Components Analysis
(PCA) of the compétence. and intégrity items revealed they belonged to a single
factor, which appears to represent the level of blame attributed to Maple Leaf.
The combined 9-item scale had an alpha of .93.

Transformational Ledde—rship- Items from Carless, Wearing & Mann’s
(2000) Global Transformational Leadership scale were modified for use in this
survey. One item was dropped, since it could not be applied to the current context
(“My leader fosters trust, cooperation aﬁd involvement among team members™).
The 6 rerhaining items were rated on a S-poin;[ scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The reliability of the TFL scale was .93.
Procedure

Participants were asked to participaté in the study via an email invitation.
This invitation contained a link to an online survey. The first page of the survey
contained a brief introduction to the stﬁdy, as well as the survey procedures. The
second page of the survey contained electronic hyperlinks to the videos of the two
public addresses made by Michael McCain. These videos were hosted on the
online video sharing site Youtube.com. Once participants had viewed the two -
videos, they corr;pleted the survey portion of the study, which contained the

measures described above.
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Statistfcal Analyses

With the exception of the structﬁral equatiqn modeling, which was
conducted using AMOS 5, all statistical anaiyses were conducted using SPSS
Versionil 5.0. vIn the injtial steps of analysis, [ verified the relationships between
variables using bivariate correlation. In order to asses whether certain group
variables might be interacting with the variables of interest, I then used General -
Linear Modeling. Onée»these had been completed, I proceededvto testing my
hypothesized model using structural equation modeliﬁg (SEM). It should be noted
that § cases were dropped from the initial sample because they contained a
missing value and thus could not be included for the analysis with AMOS 5.

Results

Factor Analyses
Apolbgy- Based on past research on the s’;ructure of an apolégy, I expected 5
correlated yet relatively distinct components to emerge. »Hov&ever, my results did
not support this structtlre. Initial eigenvalue extraction revealed the presence of
two factors with eigenvalues of 5.23 and 1.77. The first factor explained 46.31%,
while the second factor contributed an additional 23.78% of the variance. The
factor loadings of each component are available in Table 1 below. The first factor,
consisting of admitting damage, accepting responsibility and demonstrating |
remorse, will be referred to ias contrition, while the second factor, which consisted
of offering recdmpense and offering a plan of action for the future, will be

referred to as restoration.
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_ Table 1 - Rotated Component Matrix: Apology

Confrition | Restoration
MM admitted responsibility for the listeria outbreak .81 21
He accepted the outbreak was ML's fault 79 24
He clearly demonstrated awareness of how the outbreak impacted 86" Y
people ; )
He acknowledged the loss people incurred following the outbreak . 88 07
He acknowledged he felt bad for the outbreak 89 09
He clearly acknowledged that he regrets what happened ’ 86 13
He agreed to make up for the damage caused by the eutbreak 09 79
He offered compensation for the outbreak ’ 05 87
He provided a plan of action to try to make up for the outbreak , 36 72
He attempted to make amends by outlining specific steps to be taken
: .45 .57
in the future

Loadings greater than .40 shown in bold

Nature of the Offense- I expected the scales measuring the perceived nature of the
offense (due to integrity, competence or chance) to represent 3 distinct, yet
intercorrelated factors. Unfortunately,/j[he reliability of the chance scale was not
sufficient for its inclusion as a variable in the analyses (alpha= .35). A principal
components analysis was then conducted to assess whether the remaining
cempetence and integrity attribution factors were distinct or not. Coritrary to
expectations, a single factor on which all items loaded was extracted. Thus, it
appears that individuals in the present case did not make a distinction between a
negligence- and competenee-based offense. This led me to treat these two
variables as a single blame factor, since they appear to represent tiie level of
attribution of fault to Maple Leaf, rather than any deeper distinction. When treated
as a single factor, reliability was an impressive .93 (with 9 items), further

supporting the unidimensionality of the scale items.
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Table 2 - Component Matrix: Nature of the Offense

Loading

The listeria outbreak was due to negligence on behalf of ML 83
The outbreak is a sign that the safety of consumers is not important to ML | 76
The outbreak was due to people cutting corners when cleaning the equipment 84
The outbreak would have been prevented if ML was more careful about health & safety 86
The outbreak is probf ML does not care about the well-being of its customers 70
The outbreak was due to incompetence on behalf of ML 88
Lack of training and knowledge about cleaning is probably the cause of the outbreak ‘ 79
ML's employees are not competent enough to ensure the safety of their products | 82
Employees in charge of cleaning the machines in the ML plant lacked the proper skills

to do their job properly .82

" Trustworthiness- Based on pést research (i.e.: Mayer & Davis, 1999), I expécted
the three subscales of trustworthiness to be relatively distinct from each other. |
However, a PCA resulted in the extraction of only 2 factors. Based on an analysis
of the scree pldt (see Figure 2 below) and the eigenvalues associated with each
factor (9.85 for factor 1 and only 1.14 for factor 2), the three subscales probably
behaved as a single faptor in the present case. Several items also had Cross
ldadings, despite the rotation (see Table 3). Although there is a clear conceptual
distinction bet§veen the three dimensions proposed by Mayer & Davis (1999), I
was concerned with how pérceptions of the leader would impact the perceived
trustworthiness of Maple Leaf’s management and how this would in turn predict

- forgiveness. An ihv’estigation of ?he differential effects of each dimension was

beyond the scope of this study. Thus, I decided to treat trustworthiness as a single

variable.
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Table 3 - Rotated Component Matrix: Trustworthiness

44

Loading
Top management at ML is very capable of performing its job 43 .69
ML is known to be successful at the things it tries to do .23 78
Top management at ML has much knowledge about the work that needs to be .33 .75
??eneel very confident about the skills of those managing ML A7 72
Top management has specialized capabilities that can increase ML's performance | .32 77
. Top management at ML is well qualified .40 75
Top management at ML is very concerned about the welfare of consumers 74 46
The needs of consumers are very important to ML | .68 .45
ML would not knowingly do anything to h‘arm its consumers .32 .56
ML really looks out for what is important to consumers .76 42
ML will go out of its way to help consumers 73 .38
Top management at ML has a strong sense of justice .78 .30
| don't have to wonder whether top management at ML will stick to its word 81 .25
Top management at ML tries hard to be fair in dealings with others | .76 .40
Top management has good values 77 43
Sound principle seem to guide the top management's behaviour .80 .36
ML actions and behaviours are not very consistent 41 .46

Loadings greater than .40 shown in bold

Correlations

As described above, my first hypothesis, that the apology would consist of

5 distinct yet correlated factors, was not suppérted by the data. Though the

hypothesized factor structure was not supported, I nonetheless expected the two

components to have similar relationships to those hypothesized for the single

apology factor. Correlation coefficients are listed below. The two main
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" components of the apology (contrition and restoration) correlated .42 (p<.001)
with eachother, indicating clear conceptual overlap between the two distinct
factors. |

All the relationships I observed folloWed the initial hypotheses and thus
supported the structure of the model I was testing. An interesting exception, was
the blame variable, which had no significant relationship with restoration but had
a significant negative relationship with coﬁtrition (r=-18,p= .bl 8), indicating |
that the more people perceiﬂfed Michael McCain as having accepted
responsibility, understood the harm caused and expressed remorse, the less they
blamed Maple Leaf for the outbreak. This goes agginst what I would have
‘intuitively expected, given that the apology involved an admission of fault.

Participants’ sample group was also inéluded in the analysis and had
significant correlations with both contrition (f = 31, p<.061) and restoration
(r=.18, p= .018). However, given the fact that these variables were predictors and
that sémpling group did not haye a significant relationship with any of the other
variables in the proposed model, the assumption of causal closure was not

violated and there was thus no need to include the variable in the model.
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Collinearity of Transformational Leadership and Trustworthiness

The perceived TFL of Michael McCain had a very strong correlation with
the perceived trustworthiness of Maple Leaf (» = .84, p<.001). This indicated that
the two may have an exeessive level of collinearity. To check for this, I conducted
a multiple linear regression with forgiveness as the dependent variable and TFL
and trustworthiness as dependent variables, entered at the first and second step of
the model, respectively. When TFL was entered alone, it predicted 28.4% of the
variance in forgiveness (p<.001). However, when trustworthiness was entered into
the equation, TFL was no longer a significant predictor of forgiveness ( = -.03,
p=.772), while trustworthiness was a significant predictor (f = .68, p<.001). The
Variable Inflation Ration for the two Variables was 3.43, supporting the idea that a
high degree of collinearity exists between the variables. Because this suggests that
the variables are basically interchangeable in the model (since they explain pretty
much the same variance in forgiveness), I decided to omit perceived |
trustworthiness of the organization because participants had had a more direct
interaction with the CEO in the case of the current apology. As such, perceived
TFL was retained in the model and the omission of trustworthiness resulted in a
direct link between perceptions of TFL and forgiveness. |
General Linear Modeling

Prior to testing the model, it was necessary to identify the effects (if any)
of subjects’ gender and sampling group on the other Variables. To achieve this, I

conducted a multivariate analysis of variance, which revealed a significant effect
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of gender on blame (F= 4.66, p=.032). Further investigation of the plotted
relationship indic;ated that male respo‘ndeﬁts tended to report slightly higher levels
of blame (M = 2.96, SD = .96) than females (M = 2.65, SD = .80) (F (1, 169) =
3.95, p=.048). H9wever, these effects remain so.mewhat unclear, since the
difference just reaches significance and there were twice as many female (114)
respondents as there were males (57).

Sampling group had a significant effect on both apology factors: contrition
(damage, responsibility, remorse) (F= 5.12, p=.025) and restoration (makeup,
plan of action) (F= 13.63, p<.001). The correlations I had previously observed
between these variables had led me to expect this result. Since sample group did
not ,affect any of the endogenous variables in the model, causal closure was not
violated in the hypothesized model, so I proceeded with the structural equation
modeling.

Structural Equation Model

The first model I tested (Model 1) is represented in Figure 2. I modified
my originally hypothesized model to fit the pattern of relationships between the
variables I had observed in prior analyses. Unlike the majority of statistical tests,
SEM tests the null hypothesis that the model has good fit. Thus, researchers
usually hope for a non-significant chi-square value, as this is taken to indicate the
model has good fit. Besides this statistic, I chose four fit indices to assess rﬁy
model: RMR, GFI, CFI and RMSEA. The root mean square residual (RMR)
represents an estimate of the average difference between variances and>

covariances observed in the sample, and the variances and covariances expected
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in the popﬁlation (Tabachnik & Fidell, 2007). A lower RMR indicates that the
sample and population variances and covariances are close, thus suggesting a
model that fits the data well. The goodness of fit index (GFI) approximates a
weighted proportion of the sample covariance, which is explained by the
estimated population covariance matrix (Tabachnik & Fidell, 2007). The higher
the GFI, the better the model estimates the relationship that exists in the |
population at large. The comparative fit index (CFI) assesses the fit of a m‘odel
relative to a model with no relationship between the variables (i.e.: independence
model) (Tabachnik & Fidell, 2007). Higher CFI values suggesf a better fitting
model, with a commonly accepted standard of .95 or greater‘ indicating good fit-
(Hu & Bentler, 1999). The root mean squére error approximation (RMSEA)
estimates the lack of fit in the model as compared to a perfect model (Tabachnik
& Fidell, 2007). Thus, lower Values indicate a good fit. Values of .06 or less are
commonly accepted és representing a good fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). The CFI and

RMSEA are the most commonly used fit indices (Tabachnik & Fidell, 2007). ;



Table 5 — Summary of Fit Indices

Model
#

CFI

GFI

RMR

RMSEA

df

.99

.99

.03

.09

7.17
.07

.99

99 .

.03

.07

7.63
A1

.98

98

03

.09

11.94
.04

.96

97

.04

11

17.54
.01

97

97

.03

11

14.95
.01

-.99

.99

03

1706

7.48
19

.99

98

.03

.05

14.80

14
10

98

.98

.03

.08

13.46

.06

50
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Figufe 3- Model 1

purchase

RESTORATION

Model 1 had a chi-square value of x? = 7.17, p = .07. This suggested that
the model generally had good fit, a notion supported by 3 of the 4 indices I chqse :
(RMR=.03; GF 1=.99, CFI= .99)'.. However, the RMSEA, at .09 (p= .16), was Well’
abév_e the usually \accepted limit of around .05. This suggested that, though the
model appeared quite close to fitting the data Well, further médiﬁcations were
necessary to properly recreate the population’s covariance matrix. Several patHs
in the model had nonsignificant parameters, including the one linking restoration
to forgiveness directly. This indicated that the relationship between restoration

and forgiveness was fully mediated by TFL (Model 2)‘.
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' In order to assess the relationship between contrition and forgiveness, I
compéred é model that involved a relationship partially mediated by TFL and
blame (Model 2) to models iﬁvolving mediation by blame only (Model 3), by TFL
only (Model 5) and fully mediatea by both blame and TFL (Model 4). The
pélrtially mediated model (Model 2) had significantly better fit than Model 3 (y?

liff =431, df = 1), Model 4 (42 diff = 9.91, df = 2) and Model 5 (4 diff = 7.32,
df = 1). Thus the relationship between contrition and forgiveness is partially
mediated by both blafne and TFL.

The coefficient of the path between TFL and purchasing of Maple Leaf
products was nonsi gniﬁcant, indicating fhat TFL’s effects on Maple Leaf
purc‘hase are in fact fully mediated by forgiveness. I thus tested another model
(Model 6) which reflected this relationship. This resultéd in a generally well
fitting model (x*=748,p - .19; RMR = .03; GFI=.99; CFI= .99, RMSEA = |
055, p= .38). While the RMSEA value is still above the standérd of .05, the 90%
confidence interval included 0, indicating that the true RMSEA Valu¢ was |
noﬁetheless acceptable.

Finally, I added a variable reflecting purchaéing of processed meat in
general after the reéall (a single item measure). I compared a model in which this
variable was predicted by Maple Leaf purchasing only (Model 7) to one that
included direct paths from .all the predictors in the model (Model 8). The
difference between the twb models was nonsignificant (x* diff = 1.34, df = 3), but
none 0f ‘;he paths linking the other predictors to meat purchase in Model 8 were

significant. Thus, Model 7, in which Maple Leaf product purchasing predicts meat
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purchasing in general., was accepted as my final model (% = 14.80, p = .14; RMR
. =.03; GFI= .98; CFI= .99, RMSEA = .05, p=.40). Because there would have
been no reason to expectvthe predictors in the Ihodel to affect general meat
purchasing directly, these resultsiend some support to the discriminant validity of
the model. The apology, perception of TFL and blame all had effects.on
participants’ frequency of purchasing Maple Leaf products, but did not affect their

likelihood of purchasing other meat products directly.



Figure 4 — Final Mode] (Model 7)
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Discussion
These results have a> number of interesting implications for the role that

Michaél McCain’s apology played in repairing Maple Leaf’s relatibnship with

. consullners. Previous work by Barling-et ai (2008) had found support fof a S-factor
model of aﬁ apology that included all components fitting tqgetﬁer as a single
factor. Thus,vwhe{:n originally hypothesizing a model for the effects of apologies, I
expected a single apology factor, which would represent how complete the : /
apology was as a whole. However, results from my principal components analysis

“suggested that the 5 components of a complete apology did not act as 5 distinct
components of a single factor but rather clustered into 2 distinct factors, which
together makeup a complete apology. I have labeled these factors contrition
(accepting responsibility, acknowledging damage and eXpressing remorse) and
restoration (offering to make up for the harm done and offering a plan of action to
prevent the transgression in f[he future). The term contrition here, refers to a
statement made regarding one’s understanding of and re'gret for committing a
certéin offense. In the present case, it is somewhat distinct from the act of
contrition which is common in the Catholic faith, since this latter forrn does
include gpledge not to commit the sin again in the future. Restoration, on the
other hand, dvoes not address the specific offense so much as what will b¢ done to
repair the broken relatibnship. This comes in the form of compensation for the
harm caused, as well as putting forth a specific plan for how the offense will be

prevented in the future. Both components certainly play an important role in

repairing the broken relationship.
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Although correlations bétween these two factors indicate that they are
clearly related (r= .42), the magnitude of the relationship is not sufficient to
support considering them as a single factor. This distinction makes conceptual
sense, given the first factor éppears to address a more relational issue, sehding a
message about the offender’s honesty and code of values. After all, it takes a
certair/l amount of integrity énd honesty to publicly accept responsibility fér one’s
failures and express remorse to those who were hurt. Thus, contrition serves to
express regret chr having breached a pfeviously well functioning relationship and
oﬂe’s desire to repair that relationship. Restoration, on the other hand, focuses oﬁ
a more behavioural aspect of relationship repair (i.e.: what the transgressor will do
to restore the relationship). While offering compensation and a plan of aétion does
also chmunicate a positive message about the offender, its impact on the repair
of the relationship is likely due more to its implications for the future well-being
of the victim. The remunerative aspect of restoration serves as an attempt to
restore the previously existing state of well-being, while the preventative aspect
serves to communicate how the victim’s well-being will be assured in the future.

It appears the components of the apology play distinct, yet complementary
roles in restdrihg the relatior;ship. Individuals and organizations who find
themselves at fault for some interpersonal offense should kegp this in mind when
choosing to apologize; since an incomplete apology may not address all the issues
involved in the breach of the relationship. In the present casé, contrition and
restoration played different roles in predicting consumer forgiveness. These

results are discussed further below.
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Nature of the Offense - In the current context, it appears that individuals
did not make a distinction between the underlying causes of the offense
(competence vs integrity). While the distinction between these two causes had
been observed in previous fesear_ch (i.e.: Kim et al., 2004; Ferrin ef al., 2007), it is
possible that the cause may in fact have been too ambiguous in the présent case
for a clear decision to be made regarding the nature of the offense. Also, the
~ studies cited above used video vignettes aﬁd thus rpanipulq_ted the nature of the
offense. In the present sfudy, participants may not have been able td peréeive this
distinction clearly. In the end, investigati(;ns identified the source of the
contamination as a space in certain slicing machines where bacteria may have
escaped standard cleaning procedures. This still tells us very little about whether
it escaped due to incompetence, negligence or some other factor. Even though
employees followéd the company’s cleaning procedures, and despite the fact 'that
’these procedures exvceeded governmental standards, certain meat products were
nonetheless contaminated.

It should also be noted that the items assessing the nature of the offense
were developed specifically for this st}ldy. As such, it is possible that the lack of
distinction betw'een.the two factors may in fact result from methodological
artifacts.

Despite the fact that individuals may not have been able to distinguish
between integrity and competence as causes of the offehse, they nonethéless had
some notion of whether Maple Leaf was at fault or not. This is reflected by the

total score on the scale assessing the nature of the offense. Low scores on both the
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competence and integrity scale indicate that consumers did not perceive these to
be the reason behind the outbreak. As such, high scores can be understood to
represent a high level of internal causal attribution to Maple Leaf. While I was not
able to make differential predictions based on the nature of the offense, I was
nonetheless able to use the level of internal attribution (aka: blame) in the model.

~ The fact that contrition was related to the level of blame wm1e restoration
‘was not offers some support for the use of the variable in the model. Because
contrition entails accepting responsibility, it would be expected to relate to the
level of internal attribution to Maple Leaf. Restoration, on the other hand, deals
with compensation for the harm done and the prevention of reoccurrence in the
future. It thus would not be expected to be related directly to the level of blame |
attribution. Interestingly, the relationship between contrition and blame was
hegative, indicating that the more individuals perceived Michael McCain as
accepting responsibility, recognizing the damage dqne and expressing remorse,
the less they attributed blame to Maple Leaf for the outcome. Implications of this
are discussed in more detail below.

Trustworthiness — One major surprise from the initial analyses was the
degree of collinearity between perceived TFL and trustworthiness (» = .84). This
suggested that there was substantiz}l conceptual overlap between the two in my
current model. As such, retaining both in the structural equatioh modeling woeld
have been unwise since this would likely have resulted in overfitting of the model
(through error variance being attributed to each when iﬁ fact they both explain

largely the same variance). As such, a decision was made to omit perceived
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trustworthiness from my model. Because participants did not seem to perceive a
~ difference between the 3 components of trustworthiness, it was used as a single
factor. Because the apology was expected tobimpact perceptions of TFL directly
but trustworthiness only indiréctly, I decided to retain TFL in the model and
investigate how perceptions of ’fhe CEO translate directly into forgiveness.

- Although it is certainly unfortunate that tmstworthiness had to be dropped
from the model, these results nonetheless bring support for the strength of the
‘relationship between perceptions of the leader and the perceived trustworthiness
of the organization. In the current relationship repair framework, which focuses
on the importance of restoring positive attributions of the offending party, these
results support the important role which the leader plays as the public face of an
organization. His or her actions in times of crisis will play a crucial role in how
the public perceives the organization and thﬁs in whether the public is willing to
re-engage the relationshipv.

SEM- The two apology components, contrition and restoration, appear to
be distinct, yet correlated factors. The effects of contrition on forgiveness are
partially mediated by perceptions of TFL and blame attribution. The effect of
* restoration on forgiveness was fully mediated by perceptions of TFL, but nét by
blame. This supports the‘ notion that when the leader of an organization
apologizes for that organization’s wrongdoing, the public perceives him as a high
quality leader, which makes them more likely to forgive the organizafién.
Restoration appears to have a stronger relationship with TFL than contrition does.

This is not surprising, since it consists of offering fair compensation for the harm
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done, aé well as providing a plan of action for the future, which involves creating
a clear vision for the future. Taken together, these results highlight the importance
of a leader’s beheiviour in times of crisis. The assumpti(in that ei leader should
avoid apologizing for a transgression because it will have a negative impact on
how he is perceived and on the organization clearly did not stand in the present
case. Quite the contrary occurred. By apologizing foi Maple Leafé transgression,
Michael McCain appeared to be a better leader. This resulted in an increased‘
wiiiingness on behalf of consumers to forgive Maple Leaf. \

" The effects of contrition on forgiveness were also partially mediated by
the level of blame? while restoration was unrelated to blame. This makes intuitive
sense, given that contrition involves acknowledging responsibility, while
restoration does not. Interestingly though, the relati(inship between contrition and
blame was a negatiife one, indicating that the more the CEO was perceived as
accepting responsibility, acknowledging damage and expressing remorse, the less
Maple Leaf was considered to be at fault the outbreak. This finding may appear
s‘om‘ewhat counterintuitive, since coiitrition should entail receiving more blame,
but this makes sense if‘the apology is understood to increase positive perceptions
of the organization. As such, it appears that the CEO’s act of contrition mitigated
the blame attributed to Maple Leaf. This has tremendous implications for
organizations in similar situations. The usual logic of “deny,, deny, deriy” may
prevent the organization from being found guilty in a court of law but in the court

of the people’s minds, just the opposite may happen. In this case, dccepting

responsibility and apologizing for Maple Leaf s mistakes in fact resulted in
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consumers blaming the organization less. In the long run, being able to reduce the
immediate le{}el of Blame attributed by consumers may be much more favorable
than the short term benefits of avoiding litigation. |

The results from the SEM also suggest that the two éomponeﬁts of the
apology may pl.ay different foles in restoring the relationship between consumers
and Maple Leaf. Contrition had a p’artially mediated relationship with forgiveness,
while restoration’s effect was fully mediated by TFL. However, restoration did
have direct effects én consumer’s likelihood of purchasing Maple Leaf products
after the recall, as well as partially mediated effects via TFL and its subsequent
effect on forgiveness, which also predicted likelihood of purchasing Maple Leaf
products. The effects of contrition on Maple Leaf purchasing, on the other hand,
were completely fnediated by forgiveness. As such, contrition appears to be more
important for restoring psychological forgiveness in the relationship, while
restoration, which invoives offering to make up for the offensé and a plan of
action to prevent its reoccurrence, was more important in determining the
likelihood of purchasing Maple Leaf products after the recall. While accepting
responsibility for Maple Leaf’s offenses, acknowledging damage and expressing
remorse are'certainly‘important for the repair of the relationship, they do not in’
and of themselves address the safety of the products which lies at the root of the
breach of trust. Restoration, on the other hand, does not directly address the
relational breach, but does address the safety of the product directly, which
explains why it would have a direct effect on the likelihood of purchasing after

 the recall. These results offer further support for the importance of offering a



62

complete apology following a transgression, since the different components
appear to play different roles in restoring the relationship. Orga‘njzations faced
with apologizing for their wrongdoing stand to benefit greatly from understanding
“these implications, since the successful repair of the relationshii) depends on being
able to restore both relational and behavioural aspects of this relationship.

Results from this structural model lend further support to the importance
of restoring positive attributions of the offender in repairing a relationship (Dirks,
etal., 2609). Individuals Yvho saw the apology as more complete tended to
perceive Michael McCain as a high quality leader. Because very few people even
knew who he was prior to the listeria outbreak, their impressions of him as a
leader stemme_d largely from his behaviour during the crisis. Although these
perceptions may also have resulted from information other than the apolegy, there
is a clear relationship between the two variables. P\erceptions of the leader of the
organization partially mediated the effects of contrition and fully mediated the
effects of restoration on forgiveness of the organization. It uppears that the
apology sent a message to consumers that the Maple Leaf had a high quality
leader. As mentioned earlier, these perceptions were associated (extremely
'strongly (r= .8f1) with the perceived trustworthiness of the organization. Taken
together, these results support the important role apologies can play in mitigating
public perceptions of an offending party following a transgression.

* The results also have substantial implicatrons for the role that an
organization’s leader can play in restoring 5 broken relationship with the public.

v

Because a leader both symbolizes and shapes the values and behaviour of the
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organization, the public’s perception of his values and actions have a serious
impact on their perception of the organization. Thus, when an organizational
leader is perceived to be dishonest, ﬁncaring, or worst, not in control, during times
of crisis, repairing the broken relationship becomes infinitely more difficult.
Limitations

Like all field studies, the lack of control over external variables was a
serious limitation of the study. It is difficult to know éxa:ctly What people had
heard or seen about the recall. While the events suﬁounding the recall certainly
received massive attention in the Canadian 'media, participants may have been
exposed to different views and information, depending on the coverage provided
by their‘sou“rce of information. Further complicating matters was the fact that the
recall, as Weil as Maple Leaf in general, continued to receive some attention in the
media even as the study was ongoing. Pefhaps the most striking example of this
was the fact that Michael McCain was ;loted business newsmaker of the year by
members of the Canadian Press. This was announced after data from the first
sample had been collected, but before data from the second sample had been
obtained. Although there did not appear to be any differences in perceptions of
TFL based on sample group, this nonetheless highlights how uncontrolled
infonnation could have affected individual perceptions. Similarly, a third message
was issued by Michael McCain on December 12th, after the responses from the
first sample were obtained, but before the second sample was recruited. This
message recapped the efforts made by Maple Leaf to control baéteria levels in

their plants and served to reassure the Canadian public. Although the message did
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not contain any part of the apology,' it may nonetheless have affected individuals’
perceptions of Michael McCain, the organization or their likelihood to purchase
meat prodlicts.

Another interesting element is the fact that Michael McCain never
specifically addressed any compensation for victims, yet responses indicate that -
people did perceive him as having offered to make- up for the damage done. Given
the general history of damages being paid by organizations in similar situations,
individuals may have (rightfully) assumed that Maple Leaf would offer ﬁnanciall
compensation to those who had been hurt by the outbreak, but this nonetheless
exposes a glaring discrepancy between what was actually said in the apology and
what was perceived by réspondents.

Another limitation of the study is that it offered only a single “snapshot”
of the apology-forgiveness process. Although a Iongitudinél approaéh certainly
would have been more favoréble, it would not have been feasible for this
particular study. Nonetheless, future research into apologies should attempt to
investigate the temporal aspects of relationship repair, identifying trust levels and
other perceptions prior to the breach in the relationship and following the
restoratior/l of these following the offense and subsequent apology.

Future Research

Unfortunately, perceptions of Michael McCain’s level of TFL and Maple
Leaf’s trustworthiness overlapped to the point that it was impossible to include
both in the model. This is not too surprising since individuals had a relati\;ely

limited amount of information about both the CEO and the organization, outside
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of the coverage received during the recall. Given this study’s focus on
relationship repair through restoration of positive perceptions of the offending
party, I would have wanted to be able to demonstrate a causal flow, going from
apologizing, to perceptions of the leader, to the perceived trustworthiness of the
organizations and finally resulting in fofgivéness. However, in tﬂis study, it
appeared that the two variables acted as one and the same. Future research should
cértainly focus on how perceptions of an offending party’s trustworthiness can be
restored, following a brgach of trust.

Further research into what exactly makes up a complete apology is
certainly needed as well. Results from this study suggest that an apology may in
fact serve tWo relatively distinct purposes — to communicate the offender’s
integfity, honesty, compassion and a shared set of values with the victim
. (contrition) and to assure the victim that the harm done will be made uf) for and
that measures will be taken to prevent the reoccurrence of the offense |
(restoration). However, previous research had found that these five components
behaved as distinct but correlated factors. Thus, future research is warranted to
identify the exact factorial structure of a cpmplete apology, and how these
. components work in repairing relationships.

On a related note, future research should also focus on develbping a
measure for apologies that has more than tWo items for each dimension, since this
restricts our statistical ability to identify the exact féctor structure of a comple\te

apology. In the current study, it would have been difficult to find support for five
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distinct factors in the apology since each factor is measured by only two relatively
similar items. ’ |

Another important aspect of apologies that merits attention is the role that
offering an egplanation plays in the apology process. I believe that offering an
explaﬁation may in fact be counter productive sinee it reduces the level of
responsibility the offending party accepts, but offering a sincere explanation for
wronging someone may also help place the offense in a specific context. It would
be important to understand whether an explaﬁation actually helps improve the
prospect of relationship repair or whether it reduces the effectiveness of the
apology to the point that the specific reasons for thé offense are best discussed.
separately from the apology, or not at all.

The éxact meaning of an apology may also change depending on the
language in which 1t is communicated and the cultural context within which it
exists. As organizations continue to transcend geographic and cultural borders, it
will become increasingly important for them to understand what types of
approaches may be best suited for repairing relationships in various contexts.
Conclusion

The present study provides direct evidence that in certz;in types of
organiiational cri'ses, apologizing for one’s mistakes can be quite effective. While
the threat of litigation will continue to méke many organizational leaders wary of
apolo gizing when their drganfzation is at fault, résults from the case of Maple

Leaf indicate that a sincere, human approach may in fact be more effective for

repairing a broken relationship. While staterhents drafted by lawyers and public
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relations eXpérts may address the short term risk of litigation and being blamed,
organizations stand to gain in the long run from demonstraﬁng a strong sense of
values and character. Results from the current study demonstrate. that
organizational apologies reduce the level of fault attributed to the organizatioﬁ,
can make the leader'who offers the apology seem like a stronger leader, and that
apologies are an effective means for restoring both the relational and transactional
relationships that were ori/ginally breached. The importance o{ ‘maintaining the
trust of coﬁsumers is vital to all producers and distributors. When this tfust is
broken, a more relational approach could make the difference between an

organization who flounders in times of crises, and one that emerges stronger than

CVvCer.
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